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ABSTRACT

The early school leaving is an important topic in many countries. High early school leaving
rates have many costs to individuals and society as a whole (Andrei et al., 2011). State Educa-
tion Quality Service in Latvia implements European Social Fund Project No. 8.3.4.0/16/1/001
“Support for reducing early school leaving” to reduce the number of children and young
people leaving school. The project promotes the creation of a sustainable cooperation sys-
tem between the municipality, school, educators and parents to identify children and young
people at risk of early school leaving and provide them with personalized support.

Teacher has great influence on students’ educational decisions (Dunn et al., 2004). The way
teachers see themselves as professionals and how they compose their identities in schools
is important factor in preventing early school leaving. In order for the teachers to feel
confident in their contribution and possible positive solution to the problem, they must have
knowledge of the problem and effective solutions. According to the Project teachers are
given the opportunity to professionally develop and strengthen their skills for working with
young people.

The aim of the study is to study the role of a teacher in reducing early school leaving and
to reveal the necessary forms of support for the performance of pedagogical activity. Data
for this study came from a survey and focus group discussion. 815 teachers participated
in the study. Analysis of the data reveals that there are several dimensions in the role
of the teacher in reducing early school leaving: creating a favorable and safe learning
environment, promoting cooperation with parents and colleagues, improving one’s
pedagogical competence, helping students to identify and solve learning and interpersonal
problems, and revealing their mental and physical potential. The research results show main
areas of professional development of teachers: sharing experience with colleagues and
learning from each other, learning student’s individuality at a greater extent, diversification
of teaching methods, promoting personal development.

Keywords: early school leaving, learning environment, prevention, professional development of
teacher, teacher efficacy.
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Introduction

Reducing the high levels of early school leaving is one of the main
challenges facing most of European education systems (European
Commission, 2011). Latvia faces challenges in providing equal educational
opportunities in all geographic areas, due to significant demographic
changes in recent years, driven by substantial emigration and urbanisation.
Evidence shows that resulting complications include providing enough
places for early childhood education and care in urban areas, improving
outcomes for rural students (who as a group have shown lower perfor-
mance and higher early school leaving rates than their urban counterparts)
and optimising the school network to align with the new demographic
reality (OECD, 2017). The students’ early school leaving is an important
topic in many countries. High early school leaving rates have many costs
to individuals and society as a whole (Andrei et al., 2011). Early school
leaving is an issue that impacts more than just the student who makes
this decision; it also affects his or her family, the community, and society
as a whole (Christle et al., 2007). There is an overwhelming amount of
research that explains the harsh realities of how early school leaving nega-
tively impacts students for the rest of their life. For instance, students who
drop out report higher levels of unemployment, lower wages, and greater
health concerns later in life (Christle et al., 2007). In the school year
201772018, around 7.5% of students dropped out from upper secondary
education, and 19% from upper secondary vocational education (Latvian
Ministry of Economics, 2018).

State Education Quality Service in Latvia implements European Social
Fund Project No. 8.3.4.0/16/1/001 “Support for reducing early school leav-
ing” to reduce the number of children and young people leaving school and
not completing school. It is planned to involve at least 80% of municipal-
ities, covering 614 general and vocational education institutions. The pro-
ject promotes the creation of a sustainable cooperation system between the
municipality, school, educators and parents to identify children and young
people at risk of early school leaving and provide them with personalized
support. Teachers are given the opportunity to professionally develop and
strengthen their skills for working with young people.

A wide variety of variables have been found to correlate with early
school leaving, and identifying students as high risk has become a crucial
topic in efforts to reduce the school leaving rate. A student’s decision to
leave the school is not a sudden act, but a slow process of disengagement
over a period of years. With good research in recent years, it is clear that
warning signs of early school leaving are apparent well before students
actually leave school, signalling the gathering storm of trouble for some as
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early as the elementary or initial middle grades. Research also shows that
most students at risk of falling off track could graduate if they were pro-
vided with the appropriate supports early enough and those supports were
sustained. School staff need to be prepared to prevent and deal with this
issue and schools should take actions to intervene in early school leaving
prevention.

Effective Teacher

School as a system and teacher has great influence on students’ educa-
tional decisions (Dunn et al., 2004). Teachers are looked upon as the indi-
viduals who can help to bring about positive changes in the lives of people.
They are seen as natural leaders who can give advice on various affairs
in the community. But the problem is that teachers do not see themselves
as powerful. This suggests the importance of teachers believing in their
effectiveness at helping their students persist in school, no matter what
obstacles the students may be facing. If teachers who work with at-risk
students on a daily basis do not realize the importance of their interactions
with students and the positive effect they can have on student educational
outcomes, schools’ prevention efforts may be less effective.

The way teachers see themselves as professionals and how they com-
pose their identities in schools is important factor in preventing early
school leaving. The role of the teacher and its management style is highly
important and essential for succeeding in educational objectives of stu-
dents in proportion of today world. Many researches show (Goncz, 2017;
Levine, 2017; Trapanese, 2017; Warren, 2016) that differences in teacher
effectiveness have a profound impact on student learning and have been
shown to effect student performance for several years. Teachers with low
self-efficacy have a negative effect on student performance (Kilday et al.,
2016). However, teachers with high self-efficacy positively influence stu-
dent accomplishments (Mojavezi & Tamiz, 2012).

The concept of self-efficacy is founded in Bandura’s social cognitive the-
ory: it is a belief in one’s capability to organize and execute the course
of action required to produce given attainment (Bandura, 1977). Other
scholars have also attempted to unfold its various aspects. Tschannen et al.
(1998) discussed self-efficacy as the teachers’ belief in their capacity to
organize and execute the course of actions to accomplish a specific teach-
ing task in a particular context. According to Maddux (2002), it is a per-
ception of what can be done with one’s skill.

William H. Kitchen (2014) gives a view of education as a process that
liberayes through the guidance and leadership of authority. An essential
task involved in effective teaching is the need for a teacher to establish
and maintain authority over the organisation and management of pupils’
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learning (Khany & Tarlani-Alibadi, 2016; Warren, 2016). A literature review
on early school leaving in education identifies the need to update teachers’
skills in order to improve their abilities in teaching and communicating
(Cerda-Navarro et al., 2017). This could help teachers better understand
the cultural and linguistic diversity of students and how diversity relates to
early school leaving, as well as improve communication between teachers,
students and families. Teachers are the key actors to motivate students to
learn, therefore teachers shall be equipped and supported to increase their
self-efficacy and professional commitment.

In order for the teachers to feel confident in their contribution and pos-
sible positive solution to the problem, they must have knowledge of the
problem and effective solutions. Research shows that teacher education
improves teachers’ sense of self-efficacy and that they are more competent
in dealing with problem situations related to early school leaving preven-
tion and are confident in their co-responsibility, significantly less likely to
experience burnout (Geissler, 2015). Teacher training is a highly empha-
sized component in the support system for teachers. Reyes et al. (2012) as
mentioned in Geissler (2015) research does indicate that student outcomes
in response to universal social and emotional learning programs is related
to the quality of teachers as program implementers, and that teachers who
attend more trainings were rated as higher quality implementers.

Reduction of early school leaving is the target of the prevention/inter-
vention program in context of European Social Fund Project No. 8.3.4.0/
16/1/001 “Support for reducing early school leaving” and teachers receive
trainings in order to support students into the school curriculum. Teachers
are provided with the opportunity to develop professionally and to
strengthen their skills in working with learners. Methodological tools have
been developed within the framework of the project.

Method

This practical research has been completed within the framework of the
European Social Fund Project No. 8.3.4.0/16/1/001 “Support for reducing
early school leaving” implemented by the State Education Quality Service
in Latvia. The teachers have been offered three programs for improving
their professional competence:

1. “Supportive Learning Environment — Educational Resource” alto-

gether 326 teachers participated.

2. “Teacher’s Competence and Effectiveness in Modern Pedagogical

Circumstances”, altogether 441 teachers participated.
3. “Individual and Group Consulting - Professional Activity in
Education” altogether 351 teachers participated.
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Altogether 1118 teachers from all regions of Latvia participated in these
three programs from June 2019 to December 2020, but altogether 815
teachers completed the survey and involved in the focus group discussions.

Research methods:

1. Teachers survey.

2. Focus group discussions.

3. Mathematically statistical data processing (the IBM® SPSS® software

platform).

The focus group discussions were held within the program for profes-
sional development, but the surveys were completed at the end of the les-
sons. The surveys from June 2019 to March 2020 were completed in paper
format. However, due to the Covid-19 restrictions as of March 2020 to
December 2020, these surveys had been done electronically, and have been
sent to the course manager’s e-mail address as soon as the class has been
finished. The educators of Latvian primary and secondary schools as well
as vocational education institutions took part in these surveys. The number
of the respondents, which is 815, has been made up by educators who
participated in the courses and filled in the surveys as well as took part in
the focus group discussion.

Results

The practical research showed the functions of an educator in perspec-
tive of teachers regarding the reduction of early school leaving and the
required supportive measures to be used by teachers in modern educational
process.

During the focus group discussions, respondents, while analysing the
skills, competences a teacher must have, and the role of a teacher on the
whole, currently have highlighted that, particularly over the Covid-19
restrictions period, it was very essential to be able to share experience and
learn from each other (see Figure 1).

believe in theirselves

create emotional contact
trust pupils

apply diverse methods

share their experience

try something new carefulinlistening

use games O s ,
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c
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Figure 1. The basic skills of a modern teacher in perspective of educators
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This creates the sense of community and provides a potential for new
solutions, especially in reducing early school leaving rate. The teachers
pointed out that it was important to try new approaches to cooperation with
both students and parents, and apply diverse teaching methods, including
various games, to create an emotional connection with students, to inspire
and support them as well as be able to assess achievements by students and
provide feedback for them as well as trust them. The respondents said the
teacher should be able to experience positive emotions, to learn on regular
basis, to try to do their best, be flexible, and have digital skills.

Having been asked about the predominant problems identified by
teachers in working with students, who form the risk group of early school
leaving, altogether 31% respondents named the internal feeling of power-
lessness caused to teachers, meanwhile, 26% respondents said this was the
lack of motivation for students, 13% named the uninterested parents, and
11% respondents named different levels of students’ knowledge and weak
time management and self-regulation. 8% answered that this was students’
material issues, which could be seen as the lack of computers, cameras,
microphones and the lack of Internet connection (see Figure 2).

m Feeling of powerlessness

Figure 2. Predominant issues in teacher’s work

During the focus group discussion, the teachers stressed the key func-
tions of a teacher in pedagogical process both in face-to-face learning and
distance-learning:

+ Creating favorable and safe learning environment.

+ Promoting cooperation between parents and colleagues.

« Improving one’s pedagogical competence.

» Providing support for students to identify and solve learning and

interpersonal problems, to reveal their mental and physical potential.

« Promotion of students’ learning skills, including the improvement of

digital skills.

« Career counselling and help in choosing their occupation.

In the survey for teachers, they were asked to indicate the areas and
types of their professional development All the answers by the teachers can
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be divided into four groups, which can be characterised by further profes-
sional development areas or dimensions: 1) sharing experience with col-
leagues, 2) studying student’s individuality, 3) diversification of teaching
methods, 4) promoting personal development. Each professional develop-
ment area named by teachers includes definite subdivisions (see Figure 3).

Sharing
experience
with
colleagues

Promoting
personal
development

" Studying
student's
individuality

Figure 3. Areas of teachers’ professional development

The respondents indicated that they would like to cooperate at a greater
extent and learn from each other, speaking of their feelings, decision mak-
ing in non-standard cases and an option to better achieve learning results.
The teachers also pointed out that they wished to study their students’
personality and individuality at a greater extent, by learning the nervous
system function, the correlation of students’ temperament, emotions, and
cognitive processes with the learning achievements and learning peculiari-
ties. The respondents wished to learn new teaching methods, especially in
digital environment that would promote students’ involvement in learning
and achieving learning results. Also, the teachers would like to learn time
management and manage and control their emotions as well as learn their
mental potential and new relaxation techniques.

Discussion

In order to reduce students’ early school leaving, identify children and
young people at risk of early school leaving and to provide them with per-
sonalized support, the personality of a teacher and their competences play
a very important role. The results of this practical research showed that
Latvian educators are able to define the key pedagogical issues, are aware
of their professional needs, and understand the mechanism for preventing
early school leaving risks — i. e., creating interprofessional teams involving
colleagues, school staff, parents, and professionals of other industries in
addressing various pedagogical issues and promoting their professional and
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personal development. The above said facts are in line with the conclu-
sions of the latest scientific studies (Muceniece, 2020), which outline the
emotional involvement of both educators and parents, the development of
supportive culture for communication, constructive, positive relations and
providing psychological support.

The study results show that teachers have come to the conclusion that
they have to learn on a regular basis and develop their personality, to
improve their specific skills and competences, related to providing support
for students who are at a risk of leaving school and forming a risk group
(see Figure 3). In this regard, several issues arise, and the areas of the fur-
ther research are identified, which are as follows:

How to identify students who are not forming a risk group yet, but
there are certain signs related to their behavior, showing that these stu-
dents might leave school early?

Which specific skills should a teacher have in order to identify these
signs and provide targeted, timely support, involving parents, colleagues,
and potential stakeholders?

How to encourage students to involve in distance-learning process?

During further research, it would be important to study signs of stu-
dents behavior, showing that they might form a risk group of early school
leaving as well as the types of professional development courses and train-
ing programs that might facilitate professional efficacy of teachers in the
related area. Another important area of research is promoting students
engagement in learning in digital environment related to the digital compe-
tences and personal traits of character of a teacher.

Conclusions

« The functions of a teacher for reducing early school leaving are cre-
ating favorable and safe learning environment, promoting cooperation
with parents and colleagues, improving their pedagogical competence,
providing help for a student to identify and solve learning and interper-
sonal problems as well as reveal their mental and physical potential.

+ The key skills of a modern teacher are the usage of a variety of meth-
ods for their work, sharing their professional experience, creativity as
well as such traits of character as trust, responsibility, support, and
inspiration.

* The research results show 4 main areas of professional develop-
ment of teachers: 1) Sharing experience with colleagues and learn-
ing from each other. 2) Learning student’s individuality at a greater
extent. 3) Diversification of teaching methods. 4) Promoting personal
development.
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« The areas of the further research are related to the development of the
teacher’s skills to promote students’ involvement in learning in digi-
tal environment and timely recognition of signs typical of early school
leaving before a student has not come to the risk group.
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