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Abstract Romania’s national European target for 2020 was to reduce early school leaving rate to 11.3%. Unfortunately,
we missed the target, taking into consideration the fact that in 2023 the rate dropped only to 16.6%. However,

progress has been observed, with a 5.3% improvement over an eight-year period (for example, Romania
recorded a 19.1% rate in 2015, which decreased to 16.6% by 2023). Therefore, the aim of this study is to
analyse the key policy initiatives targeting the reduction of early school leaving, with a particular emphasis on
several supply-driven factors, with a strong focus on several supply-driven factors that include the scarcity of
second chance opportunities programs, the lack of effective communication among various stakeholders within
the school community, such as parents and families, and not at least the notable disconnection between the
education options available and the demands of the job market. The research was conducted by searching
publications across the following databases from January 2010 to July 2023: PubMed, Web of Knowledge,
Educational Resources, Information Centre and Scopus. As a comprehensive search, the following keywords
were used for the abstract, title and keyword sections: early school leaving prevention, dropout prevention,
educational attainment, retention rates, second chance education, reintegration programs, and policy
frameworks for reducing early school leaving. The findings revealed that, although progress has been made in
reducing early school leaving, several areas still require improvement. These include the need for more
coherent and structured policy initiatives, as well as a stronger emphasis on follow-up mechanisms to better
assess the impact of these policies.
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1. Introduction

Dropping out of school and early school leaving
are two distinct phenomena. The term “early school
leavers™ (ESL) refers to students who leave school
before the age of 16, this age being the compulsory
school age to stay in school in Romania (School
Education Law, 198/2023). In contrast, "school
dropout™ describes young people aged 18 to 24 who
have exited the education system before completing
compulsory education and are not participating in any
vocational training or qualification programs).
Unfortunately, in both cases, the children who are out
of school are excluded from education, while those
who are at risk of dropping out are deprived of equal
learning opportunities (Battin-Pearson et al, 2000;
Ekstrand, 2015; Kearney, 2008).

Romania faces the problem of early school leaving
and also school drop-out, which has become an
important topic of analysis and debate in recent years.
In this regard, the state proposed a number of concrete
educational policies and strategies to address this
problem, as well as to improve the education system.
Romanian schools have undergone various processes
of change and modernisation over time, but these have

not been effective enough to address the problem of
early school leaving and neither the school drop-out
rate. Careful and clear analysis is needed to correctly
diagnose the problem and identify effective solutions
to reduce the phenomenon. Early identification of the
risks that pupils and their families face require a
strategy involving social workers in every school to
prevent dropout (Lewis et al., 2005).

On June 17, 2010, the European Council adopted
a 10-year program known as the Europe 2020
Strategy. This initiative aims to create favourable
conditions for each member state of the European
Union to foster and attain high levels of employment,
productivity, and social cohesion. One of the outlined
objectives in the Europe 2020 Strategy concerning
education is to decrease the early school rate to below
10% in the EU and to 11.3% in Romania. In alignment
with the European Union's strategy, the Ministry of
Education has formulated the Strategy for Reducing
Early School Leaving in Romania (Ministry of
Education, 2015). This national strategy was devised
to ensure a unified and coordinated approach in
tackling early school leaving (ESL), while also
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striving to achieve the ambitious targets set by both the
national agenda and the Europe 2020 Strategy. In the
short term, the strategy aimed to establish an effective
framework of policies and interventions to address the
underlying causes of early school leaving, with a
specific focus on youths aged 11 to 17. In the medium
term, the goal was to reduce the percentage of young
people aged 18 to 24 who have completed lower
secondary education but are not engaged in any form
of further education to a maximum of 11.3% by 2020.
Ultimately, the strategy endeavors to contribute to
Romania's smart and inclusive growth by diminishing
the number of individuals susceptible to
unemployment, poverty, and social exclusion
(Ministry of Education, 2015).

2. Defining early school - leaving

Early school leaving (ESL) is widely recognized
as a systemic inefficiency within educational
frameworks worldwide (Gonzalez-Rodriguez et.al.,
2019). This issue is particularly concerning due to its
significant implications, both for individuals who fail
to complete their education and for society as a whole.
Kozma & Tozsér (2012) provide insights into the
complex interplay between government interventions,
educational ideologies, and societal factors in shaping
educational trajectories. Moreover, their analysis
underscores the importance of historical context in
understanding the dynamics of educational reform and
early school leaving, offering valuable lessons for
contemporary policy debates and practices. On an
individual level, ESL is intricately linked to the
transition of young individuals into the labour market.
Those lacking adequate qualifications face heightened
risks of unemployment and job instability.
Furthermore, they often find themselves constrained to
occupations with lower academic requirements, such
as those within agriculture, livestock or construction
sectors.

Within the European Union (EU), statistics reveal
that 12.3% of boys and 8.9% of girls exit education
and training prematurely (EUROSTAT, 2019). From
a societal perspective, ESL raises various concerns,
including the inefficient utilization of school
resources. According to Kritikos and Ching (2005),
ESL is characterized by "young individuals departing
from school prior to reaching the legal school leaving
age or departing with minimal or no formal
qualifications”. They further emphasize additional
crucial factors, such as the inability to: finish upper
secondary education, fulfil compulsory schooling
requirements, acquire educational or school leaving
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credentials, engage in educational pursuits or training
at the age of leaving school, attain qualifications
necessary for further educational endeavours, and
achieve qualifications necessary for accessing diverse
employment opportunities to enhance life prospects.

Also, when referring to early school leaving it
appears to be related to the final stage of a gradual
disengagement process from education that unfolds
over time (Finn, 1989). Typically, those who depart
from school prematurely come from disadvantaged
backgrounds within society (Lamb & Markussen,
2011). This process of school withdrawal is influenced
by interactions between individuals and their
surrounding  environments, as  outlined in
Bronfenbrenner's (1977) ecological framework of
human development. Bronfenbrenner (1977) suggests
that comprehending the reasons behind early school
leaving entails examining students' relationships with
each other and their physical surroundings, hence the
term 'ecological'.

Within the context of early school leaving this
environment is divided into three levels: family,
school, and community, based on their proximity to
the student (Abuya et al., 2013; Crowder & South,
2003; Rumberger, 1995). Therefore, understanding
the factors contributing to early school leaving
involves gaining a deep understanding of the
characteristics and interactions of students with their
families, schools, and communities (Abuya et al.,
2013).

Another key element is to shed light on the
persistent  barriers  faced by  marginalized
communities, including the impact on educational
outcomes such as early school leaving. One significant
implication of Hussain's (2022) research is the
recognition that systemic racism and discrimination
can contribute to early school leaving among certain
demographic  groups. Discriminatory practices,
unequal access to resources, and biased disciplinary
measures can create hostile learning environments,
leading to disengagement and dropout among
marginalized students.

3. National Initiatives tackling early school leaving

Romania has witnessed a consistent decline in the
early school leaving rate, but unfortunately we still
missed the of 11.3% by 2020. Reducing early schools
leaving (ESL) is essential for achieving several key
European and national objectives. It is important to
consider the goals identified by the Europe 2030
strategy: smart growth, by improving levels of
education and training, and inclusive growth, by
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highlighting ESL as a major risk factor for
unemployment, poverty, and social exclusion. Even
the objective of sustained growth, which emphasizes
resource efficiency, sustainability, and environmental
competitiveness, is affected by ESL, which will
compromise the competitiveness of any economy if
not kept under control. Enhancing the skills of citizens
and mitigating early school dropout rates remain
fundamental objectives for Romania. The country
upholds the principle of equal educational
opportunities irrespective of individual characteristics.
Consequently, Romania faces the challenge of
enhancing educational outcomes for all children to
align with the demands of a knowledge-based
economy.

Several national initiatives have been implemented
in Romania to address the issue of early school leaving
(ESL). These initiatives aim to reduce ESL rates and
improve educational outcomes for young people. One
of the most notable initiatives is the National Program
for the Prevention and Reduction of Early School
Leaving which focuses on identifying and addressing
the root causes of ESL, such as socioeconomic factors,
school environment, and individual characteristics. It
includes measures such as mentoring, counselling, and
targeted support for at-risk students (Ministry of
Education, 2014). Another initiative has been
launched by the Ministry of Education, as the
coordinator of reforms and investments funded
through the National Recovery and Resilience Plan
(PNRR). The programme has launched the call for
projects for the second round of grants under the Grant
Scheme within the National Program for Reducing
School Dropout (PNRAS), financed through the
National Recovery and Resilience Plan - Component
C15: Education. Through this call, schools can obtain
grants for preventing and reducing ESL at the lower
secondary level, improving students' results in the
national assessment of the eighth grade, as well as for
enhancing the transition from lower secondary to
upper secondary education. After receiving funds
many schools in Romania have implemented
interventions to prevent ESL such as tutoring
programs, peer mentoring, and extracurricular
activities (Anghel et.al., 2023).

Moreover, within the Romanian education system,
schools have adopted the Early Warning Mechanism
in Education (MATE), which is centred around
gathering data aimed at detecting, identifying,
registering, and monitoring the progress of students
who are at risk of early school leaving (Ministerial
Order, 6000/2021). The data collected includes
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indicators such as poor academic performance, history
of grade repetition, absenteeism, and inappropriate
behaviour at school.

4. Research problem

Despite various policy initiatives targeting the
reduction of early school leaving, a significant
challenge persists in addressing supply-driven factors
This study seeks to critically analyse and offer a
deeper insight into these policy interventions and their
effectiveness in mitigating early school leaving,
shedding light on areas where improvements can be
made to enhance student retention and success.

5. Research Questions:

The research questions listed above were
formulated following the literature review, with the
primary focus being on exploring various aspects of
the effectiveness of existing ESL policies. The
following questions arose:

1. How does the implementation of a Romania’s
Strategy for Reducing Early School Leaving (ESL)
impact ESL rates, particularly in terms of its
effectiveness and sustainability?

2. What are the key components of intervention
and compensation programs aimed at reducing ESL,
and how do these programs contribute to student
retention and success?

3. In what ways do educational support services,
such as support services, career counselling, and
guidance programs, influence students' likelihood of
staying in school and completing their education?

4. What are the primary funding challenges
associated with implementing initiatives to reduce
ESL, and how do these challenges affect the
availability and effectiveness of ESL programs?

5. How do the recommendations provided by the
European Commission regarding ESL reduction align
with national policies and practices, and what insights
can be drawn from their implementation in different
contexts?

6. Research design

The search strategy involved a comprehensive
search of relevant databases, including PubMed, Web
of Knowledge, Educational Resources, Information
Centre and Scopus and Google Scholar, using a
combination of keywords related to ESL (early school
leaving prevention, dropout prevention, educational
attainment, retention rates, second chance education,
reintegration programs, and policy frameworks for
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reducing early school leaving). This study employed a
qualitative research design, utilizing thematic analysis
as the primary method for data analysis. The choice of
thematic analysis was informed by Braun and Clarke's
(2006) definition of the method as a method for
identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes)
within data. This approach was chosen due to its
flexibility and its ability to provide a rich, detailed, and
nuanced understanding of the data. Thematic analysis
allows for the identification of key themes that emerge
from the data made available through articles served
the purpose of this study, offering deep insights into
the research question. No reports from Romanian
Ministry of Education or independent evaluations of
the policies in Romanian made the interest of this
review.

7. Materials used in the research

The selection criteria employed for this study
entailed a meticulous two-step screening process to
ensure precision and relevance. In the initial stage, the
titles and abstracts of the identified articles were
subjected to thorough scrutiny, with a focus on
aligning with the predetermined objectives of the
review. This step served as a preliminary filter,
allowing for the exclusion of articles that did not
directly contribute to the overarching goals of the
research.

Following the initial screening, the second phase
involved retrieving the complete texts of the articles
deemed relevant during the first step. These chosen
articles underwent a thorough evaluation to ascertain
their suitability for inclusion in the study. To maintain
consistency and rigor, a set of predefined inclusion
criteria was applied during this evaluation process.

The inclusion criteria were carefully crafted to
ensure that only articles meeting specific requirements
were considered for further analysis. These criteria
typically encompassed various aspects such as the
relevance of the content, the quality of research
methodology, the publication date, and the
appropriateness of the study design. Articles meeting
these stringent criteria were retained for subsequent
analysis and synthesis, forming the foundation for the
comprehensive review undertaken in this study.

As presented in Figure 1, a total of 112 articles
were initially found on early school leaving regarding
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Romania. These articles underwent screening based on
abstract, title, and keywords. As a first step, out of the
initial pool, 68 articles were found to lack empirical
evidence regarding the effectiveness of policy
initiatives. Additionally, it was a prerequisite for
articles to be published in English, French, or
Romanian, resulting in an elimination of other 3
articles that did not meet this language criterion.

After removing duplicates of the same articles,
totalling 26 articles, the final number of articles
reviewed amounted to 15.

Figure 1
Flowchart of articles reviewed

Total articles found on
early school leaving
regarding Romania

(0=112) (=68)

The articles did not provide empincal evidence
of the effectiveness of the policy initiatives

+

| The article must be published m English,
v French, or Romanian

Records Screened on (n=3)
Abstract, Title and Keywords L

Duphcates removed

----------------- - (n=26)

Final articles
reviewed

(n=15)

The data extraction process involved the use of a
standardized data extraction form to extract relevant
information from the selected articles. The
information extracted included the study's author, year
of publication, study design, policy initiatives,
outcomes, and limitations.

The data synthesis process involved a narrative
synthesis of the findings from the selected articles. The
synthesis was conducted in two stages:

Figure 2
Data synthesis process

The first stage involved a The second  stage
descriptive analyasis of involved a thematic
the policy initiatives and <:t> analysis of the findings
outcomes reported in the to identify common
articles. themes and patterns.

The information obtained from the analysis was
categorized into five distinct topics or dimensions,
which emerged as recurring themes in discussions
regarding strategies to address early school leaving in
Romania.



Elena Marin

Table 1
Common themes used during analysis
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Authors name

Title of article

Common themes

Popa, C. E. (2020)

Egerau, A, Lile, R., Roman, A,
Kelemen, G., Rad, D., Dughi, T., &
Balas, E. (2020)

Particularities of early school leaving in
Romania

Perspectives on Early Childhood Education
in Romania: a Qualitative Research

National Strategy for Reducing ESL

Romania has a National Strategy aiming to
reduce ESL rates to 11.3% by 2020, with
preventive measures focusing on developing
an early warning system for at-risk students in
lower secondary education.

Florian, B., & Toc, S. (2018)

Lauritzen, S. M. (2020)

What happens to policies when assuming
institutions? A short story about Romania’s
never-ending educational reform

Accessing basic education in Romania:
Possibilities and limitations for NGOs
working for educational change for Roma
children

Intervention and Compensation Programs

The Romanian Government has implemented
programs like School after School (SAS),
Second Chance (SC), Croissant and Milk
program, school supplies program, social
vouchers for kindergartens.

Stancu, E., Popp, L. E., & Filip, O.
L. (2022)

Ivan, C., & Rostas, 1. (2013)

Mitrea, G. (2013)

Approaching School Dropout from the
Perspective of Its Triggering Phenomena
Early  School and
consequences

Leaving:  causes

The social role of european funds on children
at risk of school dropout.

Educational Support Services

Romania offers educational support services,
career counseling, and guidance programs,
although there are concerns about their
adequacy in relation to needs.

UNICEF. (2014).

Cost of Non-investment in Education in
Romania

Funding Challenges

Romania has allocated lower funds to

E?rns?:ehr; E Erl]'ﬁ:bethl_’ Fé OECD reviews of evaluation and assessment | education and training compared to the EU
Souma :;1 M '(’2017) ' " in education Romania 2017 average, especially in early childhood
ya, M. education and care, highlighting the need for
A special challenge for Europe: The | increased investment in education.
Klaus, S., & Marsh, A. (2014) inclusion of Roma children in early years
education and care
Early Childhood Education in Europe.
Urban, M. (2009) Achievements: Challenges and Possibilities
European Commission, | Education and training monitor 2022 — | European Commission Recommendations

Directorate-General for Education,
Youth, Sport and Culture (2022)

Alexa, S., & Baciu, E. L. (2021)

Commission. (2013)

European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice,
(2017)

Romania

School dropout and early school leaving in
Romania: Tendencies and risk factors

Reducing early school leaving: Key messages
and policy support. Final Report of the
Thematic Working Group on Early School
Leaving

Structural Indicators on Early Leaving from
Education and Training in Europe

The European Commission emphasizes the
importance of comprehensive national
strategies against ESL, early childhood
education and care, and the role of Member
States in adopting effective policies to reduce
ESL rates.

8. Results in Romania, with a focus on revealing a complex set
of strategies and programs aimed at addressing the

The thematic review aims at analysing and . i 4
ysing root causes of ESL, improving educational

offering a deeper insight into ESL policy interventions
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performance, and providing adequate funding and
support services.

When it comes to the first dimension taken into
consideration in this study, the National strategy to
reduce ESL, two papers pinpoint that Romania has
spent over 2 billion lei (approximately 400.000 euro)
to reduce the early school leaving rate by 2 percentage
points during the period 2012-2021. The target set in
the Strategy for Reducing Early School Leaving in
Romania to achieve a rate of 11.3% by 2020 was not
reached.

However, despite the substantial investment and
efforts, the results did not align with the objectives set
in the strategy for reducing early school leaving.

This failure may be analysed from various
perspectives. It may be necessary to evaluate how
funds were allocated and utilized, whether the
implemented strategies were effective and tailored to
the specific needs of different groups of students, and
whether socio-economic and cultural factors that can
influence the decision to leave school were taken into
account.

Adjustments to policies may be necessary to
effectively address this issue. This could involve
focusing on early dropout prevention programs,
identifying and intervening early in at-risk cases,
involving parents and the community in supporting
education, and ensuring access to equitable
educational resources and opportunities for all
students (European Commission, 2014).

Although efforts to reduce early school leaving in
Romania have been substantial, it is evident that more
work is needed to achieve the set objectives. This
requires an integrated and collaborative approach from
all stakeholders involved in the educational process.

The second dimension took into consideration are
the intervention and compensation programs
implemented in Romania.

It can be stated that Romania faces significant
challenges regarding participation in primary and
secondary education, with a direct impact on the
phenomenon of early school leaving. Social programs
and policies aimed at providing material assistance to
disadvantaged families, who struggle to financially
support their children through the education system
until they obtain a qualification, have a positive impact
on retaining students within the pre-university
education  system, thereby discouraging the
occurrence of early school leaving. However, despite
the implementation of national or local programs,
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early school leaving rates remain persistently high.
Thus, substantial transformations are required to fulfil
Romania's education objectives, necessitating
significant changes in both the educational and
economic sectors. Efforts should be directed towards
improving educational outcomes to align with the
demands of a knowledge-based economy, enhancing
the quality of teaching and learning processes, and
boosting the efficiency of the education system. As a
consequence, it is imperative to uphold and advocate
for the principle of equal opportunities in education,
irrespective of individual characteristics such as
physical or mental disabilities, cultural or socio-
economic background, mother tongue, ethnic origin,
and so forth. It is true that social programs and policies
aimed at supporting disadvantaged families in
Romania are not always properly evaluated post-
intervention. This lack of post-intervention evaluation
makes it difficult to ascertain with certainty the impact
of these programs on reducing early school dropout.

Without adequate evaluations, it is challenging to
determine clearly how effective these programs are in
achieving their goal of keeping students in the
education system and reducing school dropout rates.
Post-intervention evaluations could provide essential
data and information to better understand the
effectiveness of these programs and to make
adjustments or improvements where necessary.

Additionally, post-intervention evaluations could
help identify best practices and distribute resources
more efficiently to maximize impact on reducing early
school dropout. They could also provide opportunities
for learning and sharing experiences among different
organizations and  authorities  involved in
implementing these programs.

Not least, post-intervention evaluations are
essential to understand and accurately quantify the
impact of social programs and policies supporting
disadvantaged families on reducing early school
dropout in Romania. Therefore, it is important for
authorities and organizations involved to allocate
resources and give proper attention to this aspect to
ensure that these programs are as effective as possible
in achieving the established goals.

The third dimension is related to educational
support services in Romania that are intended to
provide pupils with essential resources, guidance, and
encouragement to remain engaged in their education.
Despite the availability of educational support services
in Romania, concerns persist about their adequacy and
accessibility. One significant issue is resource
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limitations, particularly in rural areas where many
schools struggle with insufficient funding and a
shortage of trained personnel. This lack of resources
means that not all students who need help can access
the services, creating significant gaps in the support
system. Another concern is the training and expertise
of those providing career counseling and guidance.
Effective delivery of these services requires
specialized knowledge in areas like educational
psychology and career development. However, there
is often a lack of adequately trained professionals,
which can diminish the effectiveness of the support
provided. Without the proper training, counselors may
find it challenging to address the complex needs of at-
risk pupils.

Additionally, systemic issues within the broader
educational system in Romania further complicate the
situation. Problems such as overcrowded classrooms,
outdated curricula, and a lack of individualized
attention can undermine the potential impact of
support  services. Even with well-intentioned
initiatives, if the overall learning environment does not
foster student engagement, these services may have
limited success in preventing early school leaving.

It is emphasized the importance of these services
in helping students navigate personal and academic
challenges. Remedial education, for example, can
close academic gaps that might otherwise lead to
frustration and dropout, while mentoring programs
provide the support and role models that many at-risk
students need to stay committed to their education.

Another point that draws attention is that current
services are insufficient to address the deep-rooted
causes of early school leaving in Romania. They point
to inconsistent implementation and a lack of
customization in the services provided, arguing that a
one-size-fits-all approach fails to meet the diverse
needs of students. Furthermore, there is concern that
without addressing broader systemic issues—such as
reducing class sizes, modernizing curricula, and
improving teacher training—educational support
services alone will not be enough to significantly
reduce early school leaving. Critics suggest that these
systemic reforms must be implemented in tandem with
enhanced support services to create a more effective
and sustainable solution.

The fourth dimension is focused on funding
challenges and, according to the national data on
investment in education, data shows that Romania
spends only 3,4% of GDP on education (OECD,
2023). Also, Romania has allocated fewer funds to
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education and training compared to the EU average,
especially in early childhood education and care,
highlighting the need for increased investment in
education. One of the most important studies carried
out on this topic is UNICEF (2014) report that
explores Romanian’s situation under two scenarios:
(1) Scenario 1 (no further investment in education):
Education expenditures as a percentage of GDP
remain at the same level until 2025, and no significant
increase in the average years of schooling is recorded;
(2) Scenario 2 (further investment in education):
Education expenditures gradually increase to 6% of
GDP by 2025, and the average years of schooling
increase by one year.

The last dimension taken into consideration is
related to the European Commission
recommendations and the way these are adopted at a
national level. Romania, amongst other many
countries has its own national strategy in place with
the sole objective of reducing early school leaving
from the education and vocational training system. In
Romania there have been reported certain challenges
in establishing an effective strategy, namely:
facilitating cooperation among various policy sectors
and stakeholders, with a particular emphasis on
fostering connections between schools and external
organizations or agencies; tailoring strategies to
address varying socio-economic conditions or
disparities in early leaving rates observed in specific
regions or isolated communities within the country;
and creating sustainable structures that can guarantee
continuity of actions after the completion of the
strategy implementation period (European Comision,
2014). As pinpointed above there is a solid National
Strategy to combat ESL, but the implementation of
these strategies has often been inconsistent and
fragmented, and the practical application at the local
level can be uneven, particularly in rural and
underfunded regions. There is often a gap between
policy design and execution, with insufficient
monitoring and evaluation to ensure that strategies are
working effectively across the country. Another key
element presented in the articles identified deal with
the fact that Romania faces significant socio-economic
disparities, especially between urban and rural areas.
High levels of poverty, particularly in rural regions,
limit access to education and contribute to higher
dropout rates. Many pupils in impoverished areas face
additional barriers such as inadequate infrastructure,
long travel distances to schools, and a lack of basic
resources, which undermine their ability to stay in
school. These socio-economic challenges make it
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difficult for national strategies to have a uniform
impact. Not least, cultural attitudes towards education
can also play a role in high ESL rates. In some
communities, particularly those facing economic
hardship, education may be undervalued, with more
immediate economic needs taking precedence over
long-term educational goals. Also, the education
system may not always be perceived as relevant or
beneficial, leading to disengagement among students
and their families.

9. Discussion

The first input taken into consideration was how
the implementation of a Romania’s Strategy for
Reducing Early School Leaving (ESL) impacted ESL
rates, particularly in terms of its effectiveness and
sustainability. One aspect to consider is the allocation
and utilization of funds. This finding goes hand in
hand with similar research (Berryman, et al., 2007;
Brunello & Paola, 2014) that draw the attention to the
fact that it is crucial to assess whether the resources
were distributed effectively and efficiently to address
the root causes of ESL and implement targeted
interventions. Moreover, the failure to meet the
predetermined targets underscores the need for policy
adjustments and a more nuanced approach to ESL
reduction as Hannah, et al. (2017) pinpoints in the
OECD Reviews of Evaluation and Assessment in
Education paper where is presented the need to invest
in early leaving prevention programs, early
intervention for at-risk students, and community
engagement initiatives because these interventions
could be pivotal in understanding better and
addressing the complexities of ESL from a top-down
perspective.

When talking about a third dimension took into
consideration when addressing policy issues, a
dimension that target the social impact, namely the
intervention and compensation programs and the
educational support services that aims at reducing ESL
the main aspect that is relevant mentioning is the lack
of post-intervention evaluation of these programs
aimed at providing targeting help to prevent school
leaving of schools that are at high risk. It is widely
documented (Alexa & Baciu, 2021; Badulescu &
Csintalan, 2016; lvan & Rostas, 2013) that without
proper evaluation, it becomes difficult to determine
the effectiveness of these programs in achieving their
intended goals, such as reducing early school dropout
rates.  Evaluation allows policymakers and
stakeholders to assess whether the resources invested
in these programs are yielding the desired outcomes
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and whether adjustments are needed to improve their
effectiveness. Also, without rigorous evaluation, there
Is a risk of continuing ineffective or inefficient
programs as so, resources might be allocated to
initiatives that do not produce meaningful results,
thereby perpetuating cycles of disadvantage rather
than breaking them as Gorghiu, et al., 2020 debate in
their paper about causes and sustainable solutions of
early school leaving in Romania. This can lead to
wasted resources and missed opportunities to make a
real difference in the lives of disadvantaged families
and children. Not least, without post-intervention
evaluation, it is challenging to identify best practices
and learn from successful interventions.

On another hand, the primary funding challenges
associated with implementing initiatives to reduce
ESL are known to have an impact on the effectiveness
of ESL programs. This reality underscores the urgency
of prioritizing education as a cornerstone of Romania'’s
development agenda. Enhanced investment in
education is not merely an expenditure but must be
seen an investment in the nation's future prosperity and
well-being, because by channelling resources into
education, Romania can unlock the full potential of its
citizens, foster innovation, and ensure a skilled
workforce equipped to navigate the complexities of
the modern world. This result is closely aligned with
other studies such as Brown & Lauder, 1996 and
Hanushek & Woessmann (2023) that bring into
discussion the concept of ‘capital knowledge™ of a
country. In terms of stpes already made, we must
acknowledge that in Romania, several initiatives have
been implemented to reduce ESL. Among these, some
have stood out as particularly effective. The first one
is the Second Chance education programs provide
opportunities for young people and adults who have
left the formal education system to return to school.
These programs offer flexible learning paths,
including vocational training, which help participants
reintegrate into the education system and gain
qualifications. The "School After School” initiative is
another important measure, designed to support
students from disadvantaged backgrounds by
providing additional academic support, extracurricular
activities, and meals. This program helps keep
students engaged in school by offering a safe and
supportive environment beyond regular school hours.
Another initiative is related to developing some
integrated education programs focus on combining
academic learning with vocational training, especially
for students at risk of dropping out. These programs
help students see the practical applications of their
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education and provide them with skills that are directly
relevant to the labor market. In terms of financial
incentives, scholarships and grants have been provided
by the government to students from low-income
families, reducing the economic barriers to education
and helping to lower dropout rates. Expanding access
to early childhood education has been another priority,
with programs focused on improving the quality and
reach of pre-primary education, ensuring that children
are better prepared when they enter primary school
and reducing the likelihood of future dropout.
Additionally, specific strategies targeting the Roma
population, who are at higher risk of early school
leaving, have been developed, including culturally
relevant curriculum adjustments, hiring Roma
teachers, and engaging Roma communities in the
education process. Among these initiatives, the School
After School programs have proven to be particularly
effective in reducing early school leaving in Romania.
By extending learning opportunities beyond the
regular school day, these programs offer additional
support for homework, literacy and numeracy skills,
and personal development. They are especially
beneficial for students from disadvantaged
backgrounds, who might lack the resources or
environment at home to complete their studies
effectively. The inclusion of extracurricular activities
and meals also ensures that students are more engaged
and motivated to attend school regularly. This
comprehensive support system has been instrumental
in keeping at-risk students in school and improving
their overall educational outcomes.

Aligning the recommendations provided by the
European Commission regarding ESL reduction align
with national policies and practices emphasises the
need to develop implementation strategies that are
commonly assumed across governmental agencies,
educational institutions, and community
organizations. This is closely linked to other research
(Evan, 2015) that discusses the importance of
encouraging schools to establish meaningful links
with external bodies or agencies further compounds
this challenge, requiring a paradigm shift towards a
more inclusive and participatory approach to
policymaking.

As mentioned above, we need some post-
evaluation systems so that we could be able to
implement sustainable structures capable of ensuring
continuity beyond the strategy implementation period.
As Mundy & Verger (2016) agree, initiatives falter
upon the conclusion of funding cycles or political
mandates, relegating progress to ephemeral gains
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rather than sustainable transformations. Building
institutional capacity and fostering a culture of
accountability are essential to safeguarding the
longevity of efforts aimed at reducing early school
leaving. Not least, investing in the professional
development of educators and administrators is
paramount to fostering a cadre of change agents
committed to advancing educational equity and
inclusion.

10. Conclusion

This thematic review aimed to analyze and provide
a deeper understanding of policy interventions and
their effectiveness in reducing early school leaving,
highlighting areas where improvements can be made
to enhance student retention and success.

Regarding the first dimension explored in this
study, focused on the National Strategy to reduce ESL,
it is evident that despite significant investment,
Romania fell short of achieving its targets. While
substantial funds were allocated towards reducing
early school leaving, the results did not align with the
objectives set forth in the strategy. This failure
necessitates a re-evaluation of allocation methods, the
effectiveness of implemented strategies, and the
consideration of socio-economic and cultural factors
influencing school dropout rates.

Moving forward, there is a critical need to enhance
the quality and reach of existing programs, address
funding gaps, and strengthen support services. Efforts
should focus on implementing evidence-based
strategies tailored to the specific needs of different
student populations, with continuous evaluation and
adaptation of policies to ensure sustainability.

The second dimension examined concerns
intervention and compensation programs implemented
in Romania. While these initiatives have shown some
success in discouraging early school leaving,
challenges  persist, particularly in  reaching
disadvantaged communities. Transformational
changes are required to bridge the participation gap in
primary and secondary education, necessitating
concerted efforts in both the educational and economic
sectors.

Furthermore, it is imperative to conduct post-
intervention evaluations of social programs and
policies to ascertain their effectiveness accurately. By
assessing the impact of interventions, best practices
can be identified, and resources can be allocated more
efficiently to maximize their effectiveness in reducing
early school dropout.
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Addressing funding challenges constitutes the third
dimension explored. Romania's investment in
education remains below the EU average, highlighting
the urgent need for increased funding, particularly in
early childhood education and care. The UNICEF
report underscores the importance of investing in
education to achieve sustainable reductions in ESL
rates. Addressing this issue is crucial not only for
individual students' future prospects but also for the
country's overall socio-economic development. Early
school leaving has long-term consequences, including
higher unemployment rates, increased social
inequality, and a greater burden on public welfare
systems. To break this cycle, a more strategic and
targeted approach is needed—one that not only
increases investment but also ensures that resources
are effectively allocated towards evidence-based
policies and practices that address the root causes of
early school leaving. Without a significant and well-
directed investment in this area, Romania risks
perpetuating these challenges, hindering both
individual potential and national progress.

Lastly, Romania, along with other European
countries, has its own national strategy in place to
combat early school leaving. However, challenges in
implementation persist, emphasizing the importance of
collaboration between stakeholders and the creation of
sustainable structures to ensure the continuity of
actions beyond the strategy implementation period.

Not least, tackling early school leaving in Romania
requires a multi-faceted approach, encompassing
policy refinement, program enhancement, increased
funding, and sustained collaboration. By addressing
these challenges comprehensively, Romania can work
towards achieving its objectives and fostering a more
inclusive and equitable education system. Future
research and policy efforts should prioritize several
key areas to effectively address the challenge of
reducing early school leaving (ESL) rates in Romania.
Firstly, there needs to be a concerted effort to enhance
the quality and extend the reach of existing programs
aimed at tackling ESL. This could involve refining
program structures, improving delivery mechanisms,
and ensuring that interventions are tailored to the
specific needs of different student populations.

Addressing funding gaps is also essential.
Adequate financial resources must be allocated to
support ESL prevention initiatives, including targeted
support for disadvantaged communities and
individuals at risk of dropping out of school.
Additionally, efforts should be made to secure
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sustainable funding sources to ensure the long-term
viability of ESL reduction efforts.

Strengthening educational support services is
another critical aspect. This includes providing
comprehensive counselling and guidance services to
students, as well as offering remedial education
programs and support for students with special needs.
By bolstering these support services, schools can better
address the underlying factors contributing to ESL and
provide students with the assistance they need to
succeed academically.

Furthermore, it's imperative to implement
evidence-based strategies that have been proven
effective in reducing ESL rates. This may involve
adopting successful approaches from other countries,
conducting rigorous evaluations of interventions to
assess their impact, and scaling up initiatives that have
demonstrated positive outcomes.

Continuous evaluation and adaptation of policies
will be crucial in achieving sustainable reductions in
ESL. Regular monitoring and assessment of program
effectiveness will allow policymakers to identify areas
for improvement and make necessary adjustments to
ensure that interventions remain responsive to
evolving challenges and changing circumstances.

Overall, by prioritizing these areas and adopting a
comprehensive, evidence-based approach, Romania
can make significant strides in reducing ESL rates and
improving educational outcomes for all students.

11. Limitations

This review is constrained by the scope of the
literature it incorporates. While the approach ensures
rigor, the comprehensiveness of the analysis is
contingent upon the availability and inclusion of
relevant literature. The quality of the studies selected
can influence the robustness and reliability of the
findings, as the review relies heavily on the credibility
and depth of the sources included.

Additionally, the generalizability of the results is
limited. The studies encompassed in the review might
not fully represent the entire spectrum of policy
initiatives aimed at reducing early school leaving in
Romania. By exclusively considering peer-reviewed
articles, potentially pertinent studies outside this
domain may have been overlooked, thereby limiting
the breadth of perspectives included. Moreover, no
reports from the Romanian Ministry of Education or
independent evaluations of the policies in Romania
were considered within the scope of this review. This
omission may mean that some important, on-the-
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ground insights and official data were not integrated
into the analysis.

While the review provides valuable insights into
the policy initiatives targeting the reduction of early
school leaving in Romania, it is crucial to
acknowledge these limitations when interpreting its
findings. These constraints highlight the need for a
cautious approach to drawing broad conclusions, as
the available evidence might not fully capture the
complexity and variety of policy efforts in this area.
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