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Foreword

The provision of guidance, counselling and psychological services for young people at risk of social exclusion has been signposted in the past 5 years as a necessary support to assist them to participate in social and economic citizenship roles.  An important starting point in such provision is the undertaking of base line research to discover what guidance provision currently exists of both a generalist and specialist nature.  This report examined in detail what exists in terms of guidance provision.  In addition it looked at the practitioners’ views on the needs and characteristics of the young people they are dealing with; and what they (the practitioners) feel contributes to or limits success in working with these young people.  The research base of the report is broader than the YOUTHREACH programme alone, as it includes pilot projects and prevention of early school leaving initiatives.

It is hoped that the report will assist the responsible government departments, Department of Education and Science and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment in building on existing resources to provide a comprehensive service to these deserving young people.
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 Research Summary

Methodology 

· Data from 121 projects and programmes targeted at early school leavers, collected as part of a wider survey aimed at providing a directory of guidance and support services for early school leavers and young people at risk, was analysed using the statistical package SPSS and qualitative content analysis.  In addition, responses from 16 preventative intervention programmes for young people at risk of leaving school early were analysed for certain sections of the report including factors behind early school leaving and success and limiting factors in working with the target group.  

Early School Leaving 

· Over one-third of respondents (37%) worked in an area where they estimated that early school leavers represented more than one fifth of the young people in the area (20%+).

· When asked for factors that contribute to early school leaving, over two thirds (72%) gave factors linked to the mainstream school system.  The single most cited factor, however was lack of parental and familial support/ dysfunctional family backgrounds (over half of the respondents referred to this in their response – 57%).  

· Suggested elements that should be incorporated in a Strategy to address Early School Leaving included early intervention strategies (43% of respondents), whole family support services (27% of respondents) and making the curriculum more relevant (22% of respondents)  

Characteristics of the Target Group

· The target group whether they have already left school early or are potential early school leavers are characterised as having very low levels of self esteem (43% of respondents), lacking parental and familial support often with dysfunctional family backgrounds (31% of respondents) and having literacy, numeracy and learning difficulties (30%).  
Working with Early School Leavers: Success and Limiting Factors

· Over two thirds of those who responded cited their flexible, non-threatening and informal approach as a success factor in working with the target group.  Dedicated and committed staff, nature of the programme provided, location within the community, links and networks with other agencies, access to counselling and other supports and working with smaller groups and one-to-one work were all seen to be factors contributing to the success of working with early school leavers and potential early school leavers.  
· Many of the limiting factors cited were linked to those associated with success: factors such as staff pay, short-term nature of projects, lack of resources, condition and size of premises and complex nature of the target group are seen to place limits on successful working with the target group.
Elements of Guidance and Counselling

· In the area of information on careers, seeking employment, and interview skills etc., the majority of programmes and projects are providing all three (95% have a work experience element, 94% provide training in job search skills, 91% provide careers information and 79% provide self presentation skills).  However, in the area of making decision and planning careers, only 39% provide career counselling and 38% use results of psychometric tests.

· 94% of respondents’ programmes and projects provide a personal and social development programme.  Just under one fifth have access to any sort of family counselling.

· Just over half of the respondents’ projects and programmes provide testing for literacy and numeracy levels.

Access to a Qualified Counsellor

· Almost three quarters of the projects and programmes for early school leavers have access to a qualified counsellor (40% of these counsellors employed part-time by the organisation, 34% through counselling hours bought in from an outside agency, 13% through staff qualified in the area).  

· Over half the projects and programmes have access to less than 5 hours per week, 28% have access to less than 3 hours.

· Over one third of counsellors whose qualifications were given have certificate or diploma level qualifications in counselling/counselling skills or a postgraduate qualification in youthwork or psychology related field.

Staff Qualifications in the Area of Guidance and Counselling

· Some staff have qualifications in the area of guidance and counselling in over half the respondents’ centres.  

· In one fifth of projects there is at least one member of staff qualified to certificate in counselling/counselling skills or non-formal/frontline guidance and counselling skills.  

· Almost half the projects with staff qualified in the area have either only one or only two staff qualified in the area.  

Access to an Advocate, Mentor or Qualified Guidance Counsellor

· 38% of projects/programmes working with early school leavers reported access to an advocate (provide a confidential, individual career path planning, guidance and counselling service).  15% report access to a mentor and just under one third reported access to a qualified guidance counsellor.  Evaluatory comments on each service were mixed.  

· The need for staff training in guidance and counselling skills emerged from the general comments given in this section.

Access to Referral to Specialist Services

· Nearly one fifth of respondents would have had occasion to refer three or more early school leaver client to specialist psychological services in the month previous to the data collection (regardless of whether they had access to such services or not).  Just under one third would have referred one or two clients.  

· 35% of projects and programmes have access to an educational psychologist, 39% have access to a counselling psychologist and 32% reported access to a clinical psychologist.   39% of respondents’ centres did not report access to an educational psychologist, clinical psychologist, counselling psychologist or any other specialist service.  

· 17% of respondents providing programmes/projects for early school leavers, have neither got access to a qualified counsellor or access to referral to a counselling psychologist.  7% of respondents providing programmes/projects for early school leavers have no access to referral to specialist services, no access to a qualified counsellor and no staff qualified in the area.  

On the basis of the above results, a model of guidance and counselling service for projects/ programmes providing for early school leavers is presented in section 4.  The model incorporates all the elements of guidance discussed, at three core levels of provision:

· Within each programme

· Access to career guidance and counselling

· Access to specialist psychological services

In addition a fourth ‘community level’ is included in the model based on wider community links and networks with other organisations.  

Introduction

The National Centre for Guidance in Education, an agency of the Department of Education and Science, supports and develops guidance provision and practice in all areas of education, both formal and non-formal, and informs the policy of the Department in the field of guidance.  The centre’s client groups include guidance counsellors in second level schools, careers advisors in third level institutions, teacher counsellors/support teachers in primary schools and those working in a guidance role with adults in education.  It is also part of the remit of the National Centre for Guidance in Education to support and develop the provision of guidance in the non formal education sector through the support of the those working in a guidance role with early school leavers.  

In an Irish context, the term guidance is normally associated with post-primary schools.  However the following working definition applies to guidance in all areas of education for which the National Centre for Guidance in Education has support and development roles.  Guidance refers to a wide range of interventions and activities designed to assist people to make choices about their lives – personal and social, educational and career; and to learn behaviours that contribute to personal, social, educational and career competencies.  

In 1996, the European Social Fund Programme Evaluation Unit carried out an evaluation on early school leavers provision in Ireland.  The report showed that over three quarters of centre co-ordinators/ managers of centres providing a programme for early school leavers, found that counselling provision was inadequate (83%), and also that in almost half the centres who responded (45% of respondents), none of the staff had even basic formal qualifications in counselling/guidance (ESF Programme Evaluation Unit, 1996; X).  Counselling/ psychology was identified by over one third (37%) of trainers as a priority for subsequent training (ESF Programme Evaluation Unit, 1996, XIV).  Practitioners working with early school leavers drew attention to the fact that the success of skills training can be hindered if the ‘presenting problems of a significant number of the clientele’ are not dealt with in an effective manner (ESF, 1996: 151).  Many of the young people in such programmes have long term problems, which have contributed to their leaving school in the first place.  

In the report on provision for early school leavers, the ESF evaluation unit made the following recommendations in regard to the provision of guidance and counselling for early school leavers through YOUTHREACH and similar programmes:  

6.1  Qualified professionals in counselling/guidance/advice should be provided, on a full-time basis, to cater to the needs of the youthreach population

6.2  All Youthreach personnel across both traditions should be provided with training as required in front-line counselling skills

6.3  A professional code of conduct should be drawn up for personnel in respect of responsibilities and boundaries in the area of counselling/guidance.

6.4  A representative group of managers /co-ordinators should be consulted during in the drawing up of such a code which should, in turn, be facilitated by a professional counsellor.








(ESF Evaluation Unit, 1996:185)

The need for a non-formal approach including adequate tracking of early school leavers and training for practitioners in non-formal guidance techniques to encourage and support clients at initial point of contact, throughout training and at the transition to further training or employment has been highlighted in other literature in the area (Stokes, 1999:47-57, Doran & Quilty, 1998:36).

Arising from the mid-term review of EU structural funds 1994-1999, a provision of £0.987m was been made available over the period 1998-1999 for the development of guidance, counselling and psychological services for early school leavers.  The provision was to cater for trainees participating in the YOUTHREACH programme in both VEC centres and Community Training Workshops and in Senior Traveller Training Centres.  A Task Force representing the relevant government departments and agencies was convened in February 1998.  The Task Force report outlined five general principles on the provision of guidance, counselling, and psychological services: partnership, complementarity, continuity, district approach, and client focus, for the allocation of funds.  

“A team approach at local level to address the needs of early school leavers is regarded as the most effective.  This implies strong multi-actor networks and mechanisms for co-operation.  It is understood that YOUTHREACH is not the only solution to early school leaving, and should operate in a local and regional continuum of provision, arrangements, partnerships and services.  Active information and referral links both into and out of YOUTHREACH are essential” 






(Report of Focus Group to Guidance Task Force, 1998)

As part of a consultative process to identify the different kinds of guidance, counselling and psychological services which already operate in the programmes, and the ways in which new arrangements might be put in place, a survey was conducted by the National Co-ordinators of Youthreach.  In reality, no new service emanated as a result of Task Force deliberations; it was decided to allocate funds based on proposals from clusters of centres.  These proposals were guided by the five principles set out above.  The analysis of the data from the survey, however showed the clear need for certain guidance elements in the provision of a comprehensive guidance service for early school leavers.  Most important of these and most prevalent throughout respondents’ answers was the need for efficient access to professional psychological and other specialist services.  At ground level, respondents showed a need for staff training in front-line guidance and counselling skills and the need for access to an onsite qualified counsellor, ideally full-time but possibly shared between centres (Ryan, 1998: 2).  

The present research builds on the results of the Youthreach report, looking at guidance provision in all programmes/ projects targeted at early school leavers, and also incorporating responses from those working with initiatives aimed at preventing early school leaving.  The research is part of a wider exercise, which included the compilation of a directory of guidance and support services for early school leavers and young people at risk.  It looks at the characteristics of the target group and the common presenting problems.  It also takes into account what the practitioners consider as success and limiting factors in their role in supporting and working with early school leavers and young people at risk.  Finally and most importantly, it looks at the elements of guidance necessary for the provision of a comprehensive service to those who have left school early, concluding with the proposal of a four-tier model of guidance provision.  

2. Methodology

The data analysed for the purpose of this research report was collected as part of a wider exercise to compile a directory of guidance and support services for early school leavers and young people at risk (searchable database as part of NCGE’s website http://www.ncge.ie).  Over 700 organisations were initially contacted and sent a questionnaire.  This list included organisations who provided programmes for early school leavers, those who were involved in preventative interventions and others who provided for a wider target group e.g. young people, disadvantaged areas etc. and may or may not have programmes or services targeted directly at early school leavers or aimed at preventing early school leaving.  The range of organisations contacted are listed in appendix A.

The Directory

205 questionnaires were returned initially and were divided into 3 categories for the purpose of the directory:  (i) those organisations providing a programme, or projects, targeted at those who have left school early; (ii) programmes and projects aimed at preventing those most at risk from leaving school early; and (iii) other more general guidance and support services with a broader target group.  Organisations who responded to the initial questionnaire were sent a copy of their entry in the directory, which was based on information from the questionnaire.  Those who had failed to respond to the questionnaire were sent a blank entry for completion by a closing date.  Organisations who did not respond by the closing date were then followed up by phone, e-mail or fax to remind them of their directory entry and also to establish whether their organisation/ project was suitable for inclusion.  This process resulted in a total of 467 completed entries in the directory of guidance and support services for early school leavers and young people at risk, with contact details for a further 136 organisations and projects.  The directory is distributed in the form of a searchable database of projects and programmes as part of NCGE’s website Http://www.ncge.ie, and provides a useful resource for all practitioners working with the target group.  It also provides information which should encourage networking between providers for the same target groups: young people at risk, those living in disadvantaged areas, young people in general and early school leavers.  In addition it has valuable information for service providers on other services in their area that can be linked into and used in to compliment and augment their own service to the target group.  

Analysis of Data on Provision of Guidance and Counselling for Early School Leavers

For the purpose of the analysis of the provision of guidance and counselling for early school leavers and young people at risk, it was decided to concentrate on only the first category i.e. organisations providing a programme or project targeted at early school leavers.  While guidance and support services are provided for wider target groups in the community e.g. by youth information centres, Local Employment Services, family support projects, it is questionable as to whether early school leavers are aware of such services or willing to access them.  205 questionnaires were returned initially (by September 1999 in time to be included in the analysis of data) and of these 205, 121 concerned programmes and projects targeted at early school leavers and were therefore suitable for analysis.  It is, however, difficult to calculate an exact response rate for the survey as the questionnaires were sent to such a wide array of organisations, some of which do not provide a programme for early school leavers and some of which who target a much broader target group.  We can give an approximate response rate based on the final number of entries in the directory which were categorised as programmes/ projects targeted at early school leavers – at the time of publication there were 179 such entries.  Based on this we can loosely say that there was an initial response rate of 68% considered excellent for a postal survey, where depending on the circumstances a response rate of 15% can be considered quite good (Harper, 1978).  However this response rate is inflated as it does not take account of the organisations who failed to respond (despite numerous contacts) and that may in fact provide a programme for early school leavers.  Even so, the high response rate of projects and programmes targeted at early school leavers can be partly attributed to the system of follow up by phone, fax, and email.

The present analysis is mainly based on the data collected from 104 Youthreach Centres, Community Training Workshops and Traveller Training Centres, and 17 projects/ programmes targeted directly at early school leavers.  YOUTHREACH is a ‘programme of education, training and work experience for early school leavers, provided in an out of school setting….. run by the Vocational Education Committees and Community Training Workshops run by FÁS….. YOUTHREACH aims to develop core skills needed for further learning, and to prepare young people to progress to further education/training or to employment’ (Department of Education and Science, 2000).  The other 17 projects/ programmes vary in nature, but all provide a weekly programme targeted at early school leavers: they include European Union funded pilot projects, projects funded under Local Area Partnership Companies and the Programme for Peace and Reconciliation, and various special education projects and locally based projects funded by a combination of authorities (including the Department of Education and Science, the Department of Health and Children, the Department of Justice Equality and Law Reform, the Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs, the Local Drugs Task Force, Combat Poverty and the Ireland Funds).    

Because of the similarity in their responses to the questionnaire, the responses from 16 preventative intervention programmes for young people at risk of early school leaving were analysed for certain sections of the report including factors behind early school leaving and what should be done about it, characteristics of the target group, and success and limiting factors effecting work with the target group.  The section on the provision of guidance and counselling for early school leavers is based only on the 121 projects and programmes targeted at early school leavers.  

Quantitative data was analysed using the statistical package SPSS (statistical package for the social sciences), while a content analysis was carried out on the qualitative data.  

3.  Results

3.1 Perception of the Extent of Early School Leaving, Main Reasons Behind Early School Leaving and What Should be Done About It

37% of respondents* worked in an area where they estimated that early school leavers represented more than one fifth of the young people in the area (20%+).  Figure 1.1 shows the estimates given by respondents of the % of the young people in their area that could be categorised as early school leavers.  Nearly half the respondents (48%) estimated that over 15% of the young people in their area could be categorised as early school leavers  (i.e. have left the formal school system without qualification; have not yet received/completed vocational training; are over 15 years of age; and are not in full-time employment).  
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Figure I  Estimate of Percentage of Young People in Area who can be Categorised as Early School Leavers
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When asked to estimate the actual numbers of early school leavers in the catchment area of their project or programme who were not accessing any services such as YOUTHREACH and similar such projects, nearly one-third of respondents (30%) claimed that there were in excess of 40 early school leavers who were not accessing such projects/ programmes.  Looking at the maximum number of participants that any of the projects /programmes can accommodate (excluding preventative projects), the average ‘maximum’ number per project is 38 (n=118 x=38.45 s.d.=28.09).  Since the spread of maximum numbers is quite large, this means that just under one third of respondents work in areas where at least one other project/programme providing for early school leavers could be sustained.

When asked their opinion on the factors that contribute to early school leaving, in total over two-thirds (72%) of respondents gave factors linked to the mainstream school system.  Factors such as the system being too rigid to cater for all needs (35% of respondents), the need for teachers to address the social and personal circumstances of the pupil (13%), the failure to respond effectively to literacy and numeracy problems (9%), failure to detect learning disabilities early enough (8%), lack of adequate counselling, tracking and supports in schools (5%) and problems at the transition between primary and secondary (6%) or a combination of all of the above, contribute to early school leaving according to respondents.  However, the single most cited factor related to early school leaving is the lack of parental and familial support/ dysfunctional family backgrounds.  Over half the respondents (57%) referred to this factor in their response:  

· Family situations are often difficult and disruptive. 

· ESL is a social problem where a family is not in a position to encourage their son/ daughter to stay in school.  

· A lot of students have a heavy bundle of family background problems.

Related to family situation is the socio-economic background of the students, a factor mentioned by 16% of respondents:

· ESLs tend to experience multiple levels of disadvantage due to poverty and social exclusion
· Socio-economic factors such as poverty and unemployment
Other factors mentioned include behavioural difficulties (9%), the prevalence of bullying in schools (5%) and the current availability of entry level employment (2%).  

Responses on what can be done about early school leaving are closely linked to the factors related to early school leaving mentioned above.  The response rate to this part of the question was lower than that for the first part – 57% and 94% respectively – indicating the complexity of the problem and the complexity of any initiative trying to address ESL.  There is no one solution to such a complex problem.  Responses however suggest elements that should be incorporated in any strategy to combat early school leaving – intervention at an early stage, including the whole family, modifying the curriculum etc.  Table 1 below lists the elements considered important in any strategy to address early school leaving.  

Table I  Elements which should be Incorporated in a Strategy to Address Early School Leaving 

Suggested Elements
% of respondents

Early Intervention Strategies – at primary level, pre-school, identifying potential early school leavers and working with them 
43%

Whole Family Support Services – family counselling, outreach workers visiting homes, parenting courses etc., involving parents in school life
27%

Making the Curriculum more Relevant – less academic, incorporating more personal and social development
22%

A More Flexible Approach – learner centred approach, community needs based programme
19%

Smaller Class Sizes
  9%

Integrated Approach involving Various Community Actors
  9%

Closer Links between YOUTHREACH Programmes and Mainstream Education
  5%

Miscellaneous Responses
  8%

3.2 Target Group

Over half of the organisations’* (56%) provide programmes targeted solely at early school leavers.  Some Youthreach centres are linked to VTOS programmes (Vocational Training Opportunities Scheme() which provide for an older target group and Traveller Training Centres have no upper age limit on their trainees.  Community Training Workshops run under FÁS have an age limit of 21 and accept participants who have not necessarily left school early.  Increasingly, VEC Youthreach Centres are less stringent in the entry criteria for participants.  Though age and area are the most cited criterion (56% and 47% of respondents providing a programme for early school leavers), other more subjective criteria are also used.  These include: expressing a genuine interest and will to access education/training (22%), and showing that they are suitable for training and will benefit from the programme (17%).  Due to their mainly school based support nature, preventative interventions have different criteria for selection, most important being the students attendance record (91% of the preventative interventions) history of early school leaving in the family (54%) and lack of parental and familial support/ dysfunctional family background.  Other factors taken into account include: underachievement, falling behind academically (45%), referral by parents, home school liaison officer and others (45%) and learning difficulties (27%).  

Looking at the young people participating in the programmes/projects for early school leavers, on average 67% of the young people in each programme/project have no qualifications at all, 18% are categorised as drug users, 17% are involved in criminal activity, and 13% are young mothers or fathers. 

The criteria for selecting the participants in both programmes and projects for early school leavers and preventative interventions reflect the respondents’ views of the main characteristics of the target group.  The target group whether they have left school early or are potential early school leavers are characterised as having very low levels of self esteem (‘lacking a positive sense of self’, ‘feeling worthless/ a failure’ 43% of respondents) lacking parental and familial support often with dysfunctional family backgrounds (31% of respondents) and having literacy and numeracy and learning difficulties (30%).  Table 2 on the next page shows the range of characteristics of the target group cited by respondents.  

Table II  Target Group Characteristics as Cited by Respondents

Characteristic
% of respondents

Lack of self esteem/ low confidence level/ feeling of worthlessness
43%

Early School Leaver/ No Qualifications/ Poor Academic Achievement
33%

Lack of Parental and Familial Support/ Dysfunctional Family Background 
31%

Low literacy and Numeracy/ Remedial Needs/ Learning Difficulties
30%

Behavioural Problems, Aggression, Anti-Social Behaviour
27%

No Interest, apathy, lack of motivation
26%

Economically and Socially Disadvantaged 
20%

Poor Social, Interpersonal and Communication Skills
14%

Bad Experience of the Educational System/ Need more Supports than Mainstream
14%

Alcohol and Drug abuse
10%

Involved in Criminal Activity
10%

Positive Features – capable, bright, humorous, intelligent 
  7%

Low Attention Span
  4%

Miscellaneous
11%

3.3 Working with Early School Leavers – Success and Limiting Factors

Respondents were asked to identify success and limiting factors in their work with early school leavers and potential early school leavers.  Over two thirds of those who responded (69% n=121) to this question pointed to their flexible, non-threatening and informal approach to teaching and dealing with the programme/ project participants as a success factor:

· Welcome, respect and challenge the young people – the young person is accepted, perhaps for the first time and grows in confidence.

· Holistic approach to the individual – treated as an individual with special needs and treated with respect – their views are listened to and taken on board

· An approach to trainee development which is personal, holistic, flexible, responsive and non-authoritarian.

The next biggest factor in contributing to success with early school leavers and potential early school leavers is the dedication and commitment of staff (53% of respondents).  Staff members are described as ‘dedicated’, ‘accessible’, ‘providing a stable and safe environment’, ‘enthusiastic’, and have ‘embraced the task of providing training for some of the most difficult young people in our society’.  
Nearly one third of respondents (30%) see the programme they provide as a factor in their success with early school leavers and potential early school leavers.  Programmes include ‘many topics and subjects’, a variety of quality programmes’, ‘training programme that is allied to the local economy’, ‘content is mores hands on’, ‘programmes are prepared in conjunction with the young people’.  They are provided on a continuos assessment basis and are ‘more relevant’ to the students and young people.  
Over one quarter (26%) of the respondents see the location of the project as an influence on the success of their work - being ‘situated in the heart of the community’ and ‘easily accessible’.  Links and networks with other agencies in the community, and support from management and other committees are also seen as favourable for success with working with early school leavers and potential early school leavers (23% of respondents).  

Having access to counselling, provision of mentoring support and other forms of participant support was cited as a success factor for (16%) of respondents.  These supports include:

· Staff trained in reality therapy

· Provision of a counselling service/ 

· We offer support – through profiling, keyworking, tracking and referral to the psychological services.

· The project is ‘filling a gap in the provision of services to ESL i.e. tracking of ESL, provision of informal support and guidance’.

The importance of working with smaller groups and one-to-one work with participants also emerged as a theme contributing to the success of working with early school leavers and young people at risk of early school leaving for 13% of respondents.  Other factors include ongoing evaluation of the programme (6% of respondents), involving parents (4%) and other miscellaneous factors such as the provision of transport, certification, paying trainee allowances, involvement in transnational projects etc. (18%).

Looking at their work from the other side, respondents were asked to identify factors, which they perceived as limiting their work with early school leavers and potential early school leavers.  Many of the themes emerging are linked to those identified as success factors.  Where the commitment and enthusiasm of staff was identified as a factor in the success of working with the target groups for over half the respondents (53%), 45% identified limiting factors directly related to staff.  Staff pay and conditions, and the short-term nature of many projects lead to high staff turnover and the loss of staff who have contributed to the success of work with ESL and PESL.  Over one third (35%) of the respondents referred to the lack of adequate resources and funding for projects and programmes, a theme which underlies many of the limiting factors mentioned.   Funding is needed for extra facilities, more staff, to extend pilot programmes etc.  Just over one third (35%) also felt that the condition and size of their premises were limiting factors on their work with early school leavers and potential early school leavers, a situation which could also be improved with increased resources and funding.  

Just as location was important in the success of their work for 26% of respondents, 13% see their location as a limiting factor – often being located away from town and village centres with the necessity for trainees to travel long distances.  

The complex nature of participants’ problems limits the extent of successful work with early school leavers and potential early school leavers (mentioned by 13% of respondents), linked to these problems is the need for real and efficient access to psychological services (12% of respondents) and also the need to network and develop links with other agencies and providers in the community (11% of respondents):

· Increased complexity and problematic nature of the client group

· Sometimes they are too ‘far gone’ for us to help

· Some of the problems we are facing are outside of our capabilities

· Insufficient access to psychological services

· Lack of consultation between other agencies and ourselves – unaware of other provision in the area due to lack of networking

Other limiting factors include lack of adequate co-ordinated support structure and the lack of national recognition of work with early school leavers and potential early school leavers (9%), the availability of short term employment for early school leavers (3%) and the lack of any real progression options (2%).

Both the success and limiting factors identified are reflected in respondents’ suggestions for improving their success: the need for more funding, facilities, resources (47%), more staff, better conditions for staff (26%), more attention to literacy, counselling, work experience, tracking and other supports (24%), changes to programmes used with early school leavers and potential early school leavers (19%) and need for staff training, support and backup (16%).   Again looking at the less frequently mentioned factors for improving success, the themes reiterate those referred to in the previous questions: the need for improved networking between agencies (14%), access to genuine progression routes for programme clients (9%), and inclusion of the whole family in the programme (8%).   

Figure II on the next page summarises the success and limiting factors related to working with early school leavers.



3.4  Elements of Guidance and Counselling

Respondents were asked to identify the different elements of career, personal and social and educational guidance and counselling their organisations provided for early school leavers and potential early school leavers, by providing a yes/no answer to a number of categories.  Since the programmes provided for early school leavers and potential early school leavers in this area are quite different the projects and programmes that provide for early school leavers only will be included in this analysis.  Table III below shows the guidance elements that are part of the service of programmes and projects providing for early school leavers.  

Table III:  Guidance Services Provided by Programmes/Projects for Early School Leavers

Guidance Element
% of Respondents

Career guidance


Career Counselling ……………………………………………………………………….
39%

Careers Information ……………………………………………………………………..
91%

Psychometric Testing II (personality, interests, aptitudes) ……………….
38%

Self Presentation Skills ………………………………………………………………….
79%

Job Search Skills ………………………………………………………………………….
94%

Work Experience Programme ………………………………………………………..
95%

Personal and Social Guidance


Personal and Social Development ………………………………………………….
94%

Personal Counselling …………………………………………………………………….
69%

Family Counselling ……………………………………………………………………….
19%

Educational Guidance


Psychometric Testing I (literacy, numeracy, basic skills) ………………….
55%

Other Guidance/Counselling Service ……………………………….
26%

Looking at the guidance elements under the headings career, social and personal, and educational as the definition of guidance in the introduction.  95% of respondents have a work experience element incorporated in their service to early school leavers, 94% provide training in job search skills, 91% provide career information and 79% provide instruction in self presentation skills.  Therefore in the area of information on careers, seeking employment, and interview skills etc., the majority of projects and programmes are providing sufficiently.  However in the area of making the decisions about which career to pursue, looking at the different options open to the client informed by psychometric interest and aptitude tests, the majority of programmes/projects are not providing a service – less than half (39%) are providing career counselling (helping and guiding the young person make the decision on their career) and only 38% informing this process with results of interest, aptitude and personality tests.

In the area of personal and social guidance- helping the young person make decisions about their personal and social lives – the vast majority of programmes and projects are providing a personal and social development programme (94%).  However nearly one third are not providing personal counselling by a qualified counsellor.  Only 19% are providing any sort of family counselling, despite earlier references to its importance (57% cited dysfunctional family background as a cause of early school leaving, 31% saw it as a main characteristic of the target group, 8% thought they could improve success by including whole families).  

In the area of educational guidance (looking at learning styles, motivation etc. and basic skills), just over half of the programmes/ projects are providing psychometric testing on literacy and numeracy (55%).  Other aspects of educational guidance such as motivation, raising self-esteem are incorporated in personal and social guidance and also in the whole approach of teaching staff to the clients.  

3.5  Access to Qualified Counsellor

Nearly three quarters of the projects/ programmes (73%) for early school leavers have access to a qualified counsellor for early school leaver participants – 40% of these counsellors employed part-time by the organisation, 34% through counselling hours ‘bought in’ from an outside agency and 13% through staff qualified in the area.  Only 8% of access to qualified counsellor is provided through a counsellor employed full-time by the organisation.  

Over half of the respondents who answered the question on hours spent by the qualified counsellor per week with the programme/ project (54%) have access to less than 5 hours per week, 28% have access to less than 3 hours per week and 10% have access to less than 2 hours.  Only 6% of respondents have access to more than 10 hours per week of qualified counselling for their programme/ project participants.  Over half of the counsellors (whose qualifications were given, n=60) are qualified counselling psychologists (53%), 3% are qualified guidance counsellors and 7% are qualified addiction counsellors.  The remaining 37% have diploma or certificate level qualifications in counselling/ counselling skills or a postgraduate qualification in a youth work or psychology related field. 

Of some significance for the future of the provision is the funding.  As mentioned in the introduction, much of the provision of guidance and counselling for YOUTHREACH centres is funded by the allocation from the mid term review of ESF funding, 40% of the qualified counsellors from respondents programmes and projects for early school leavers are funded in this way (25% are not funded in this way and 35% of respondents with access to a qualified counsellor failed to answer this question).  

3.6  Staff Qualifications in the Area of Guidance and Counselling

Over half of the respondents’ organisations/ projects have staff (excluding those referred to in the previous section) qualified in the area of guidance and counselling (57%).  These qualifications range from various inservice training to post graduate level qualifications.  Table IV shows the qualifications of staff involved in the programmes/projects for early school leavers.

Table IV:  Staff Qualifications in Guidance and Counselling


% of Projects/Programmes Targeting Early School Leavers (n=116)

NO Staff Qualified in this Area …………………………..…
43%




YES Staff Qualified in Guidance and Counselling ……
57%



% of Projects/Programmes with at least One Staff Member Qualified to Specified Level

Post Graduate Level Qualification …………………….
  8%

Diploma in Counselling ……………………………………
10%

Certificate Level Counselling/ Counselling Skills …
20%

Non-formal/ Frontline Guidance and Counselling .
16%

Reality Therapy Certified …………………………………
11%

Degree Level Psychology ……………………………..…
  3%

Various In Service ………………………………………….
  8%

Qualification Not Given ……………………………………
  9%

Figures show that in one fifth of projects  (20%), there is at least one staff member qualified to certificate in counselling/ counselling skills or non-formal/ frontline guidance and counselling.  Numbers of staff members with some sort of qualification varies from 1 to 8, with just under one quarter (24%) of projects/ programmes who have staff members qualified in the area, having only one staff member with a qualification, and a further 25% having 2 staff members qualified.  Therefore, nearly half of the projects and programmes with staff qualified in the area, have either only one or only two staff with qualifications.  Only 7% of projects programmes have five or more staff with qualifications/ training in the area.  

3.7  Access to an Advocate, Mentor or Qualified Guidance Counsellor

38% of projects/ programmes reported access to an advocate.  

“The primary aim of advocacy is to provide, in collaboration with other YOUTHREACH Staff and other services for early school leavers, a confidential, individual career path planning, guidance and counselling service, on a case load basis, for participants who require such support and who experience particular difficulty in accessing progressing options.”











(FÁS, 2000, p.4)

Nearly half of these chose to comment on their access to the advocate service.  Nearly 40% of comments were positive (39%):

· Very useful service, increasing numbers of trainees are securing employment.

· The FÁS advocate is an excellent resource and has proven successful

One quarter of the comments were merely to explain the amount of access to the advocate.  13% of the comments assessed the service as good but limited in resources:

· While the advocate herself provides an excellent service – the resources are limited i.e. we share the advocate with additional centres.

Nearly one third of comments were negative (30%):

· Has never worked here

· Allocated an advocate, but did not prove fruitful for a number of reasons

· Did have access but never visited us

15% of projects programmes reported access to a mentor – only three respondents chose to comment specifically on this service, two being positive and one claiming the provision was ‘ad-hoc- with no real training’.  

Just over one third of programmes/ projects have access to a qualified career guidance counsellor.  Again under half with access chose to comment specifically on this service (40%).  Over one third of the comments were positive (36%):

· Professional and caring – available if and when we need them

· Extremely good and accessible to us

Over half of those who commented specifically on access to a qualified guidance counsellor drew attention to the limited hours that the guidance counsellor was available to the project or programme (55%).  One respondent thought that guidance counsellors were not trained appropriately to deal with the target group.  

Some respondents chose to comment more generally on access to services in this area.  Again comments can be divided into positive and negative.  Nearly one third were positive (31%), however almost half of these comments were negative indicating dissatisfaction with provision and the need for more guidance and counselling in general (44%):

· Services too inaccessible and sporadic

· More funding for these areas in order to cover needs adequately – these young people have more personal difficulties that ever before and need professional individual help.

The need for staff training in guidance and counselling skills emerged in 25% of these more general comments:

· The best people for this work are staff members who know the young people well and are trusted by them

· Don’t need to be professionally qualified to develop a good effective working relationship with trainees and help them to make the decision to look for work – just need to be competent and mature.  Training for staff is needed

· Our young people often divulge information to known and trusted staff members – training of existing staff offers the best way forward.  

3.8  Access to Referral to Specialist Services

Regardless of whether they had access to psychological services or not, respondents were asked how many times in the previous month would they have had occasion to refer an early school leaver client to specialist psychological services.  Over half would not have had the occasion to refer any early school leaver client to such services (53%).  However, nearly one fifth could have referred three or more (18%) and 29% could have referred either one or two clients to specialist psychological services had they been available.  Looking at the details of such referrals where they were given – the majority fall into the category of ‘general counselling’: they need counselling services, counselling sessions (almost one third of the details given 31%).  Just over one quarter of the details of referral involve depression, bereavement, suicide, eating disorder etc. (27%).  Other basis for referral include behavioural problems such as severe aggression and anti-social behaviour (16%), drugs and alcohol addiction (11%), referred at their own request or at the request of a parent (8%), for dealing with physical, sexual and mental abuse (5%) and for educational assessment (3%).  

Respondents were asked if they had access to specialist services such as an educational psychologist, a clinical psychologist, a counselling psychologist or other specialist services; and to comment on this access.  

Over one third (35%) of projects/programmes providing for early school leavers reported access to an educational psychologist, nearly 40% had access to a counselling psychologist (39%), and nearly one third (32%) reported access to a clinical psychologist.  12% had access to other services, including art therapists, services of local psychiatric hospital and addiction counsellors.  39% of respondents have not got access to referral to any of the above specialist services:  educational psychologist, clinical psychologist, counselling psychologist or other specialist services. 

Particularly worrying is that 17% of respondents providing programmes/ projects for early school leavers have neither access to a qualified counsellor or access to referral to a counselling psychologist.  12% have not got access to a qualified counsellor and have not got access to referral to an educational, clinical, counselling psychologist or any other specialist service.  7% have no access to referral to specialist services, no access to a qualified counsellor and no staff qualified in the area.  

Respondents did not comment specifically on access to any particular psychological service.  General comments can be divided into positive, negative and miscellaneous.  Over one quarter of the comments reflected satisfaction with the service:

· CDVEC support services play an important role when help is required for young people

· Have been a tremendous back up for our young people

· Very good and easy to access (City of Dublin VEC)

The majority however expressed dissatisfaction with the service provided by specialist psychological services (58%).  Comments refer to the length of time taken to get appointments and also whether the services are appropriate to the target group:

· No access except on a very unsatisfactory and intermittent referral basis

· Response is not rapid enough – it often takes time to attain appointments

· Under resourced and of very little value considering the nature of our trainees

· Not equipped to deal with our clients

· Takes too long – when a crisis happens, we need help as soon as possible not in 4 months time.

3.9  Additional Comments

58% of the total respondents chose to make additional comments.  The comments mainly reiterate themes that have emerged throughout the report.

The need for training of staff who deal with early school leavers and potential early school leavers again emerged form the comments of nearly one third of the respondents to this question (31%).  This would enable staff to deal with situations ‘on the spot’.  The training needs to be run in easily accessible venues at times convenient for staff.  It needs to address issues specific to dealing with the target group.  

The need for closer links between agencies, improved networking and better access to referral was an issue for nearly one quarter of those who chose to comment (24%).  Again the basic issue of funding for additional facilities, guidance and counselling services and training and for the extension of short-term pilot projects was highlighted in this section (18% of respondents to this section).  Nearly one fifth of the comments suggested a separate post in each project/programme devoted to the provision of guidance, to look after the welfare of the young people, liase with psychological services, organise work experience etc.  

Other themes that emerged include the allocation of extra hours for guidance and counselling (9%), the need for more recognition of the work that goes on in the non-formal sector (5%) and the need to improve the guidance service in all education sectors primary, secondary, further and third level (2%).  

4.  Synthesis of Results and Conclusions

Over one third of the respondents working with programmes/ projects for early school leavers or potential early school leavers are working in areas where they estimate that early school leavers represent over one fifth of the young people in the area. These young people present with a wide variety of characteristics, and many have social and personal problems related to their home background.  The target group are characterised by respondents as having low self-esteem, a lack of parental/ familial support, literacy/numeracy and learning difficulties, behavioural problems, and lack of motivation.  On average nearly one fifth of each project/programme are reported as drug users (18%) and involved in criminal activity (17%).  The single most cited factor in causing early school leaving was lack of home support/ dysfunctional family life.  It is evident from respondents that these young people need higher levels of support than afforded to them presently in the mainstream school system – the present system is ‘too rigid’, there is a need to place more emphasis on the social and personal development of the young person, need for more support in addressing literacy/numeracy and learning difficulties, needs for extra support at the transition from primary to secondary and a basic need for counselling supports.  The target group of the projects and programmes surveyed in this research have been failed by a mainstream system that did not offer them adequate support for the complex kinds of issues they are dealing with on a personal social and educational level.  It is also evident from respondents that additional resources are needed by projects and programmes providing for these young people, in order to give them the additional supports needed.  Staff of such programmes need access to specialist services and personnel with specialised training to cope with the ‘increased complexity and problematic nature of the client group’.  As one respondent concluded: ‘Sometimes they are too far gone for us to help’.  
The picture that emerges from the research of access to such guidance supports for early school leavers, is of an unstructured, disparate provision of guidance and counselling for a target group characterised by complex personal and social issues and backgrounds.  It is clear that individual projects/programmes are well serviced in the area of guidance and counselling, and specific services offer valuable support to staff:  

· 7% of respondents report access to referral to educational, clinical and counselling psychologists, in addition to access to a qualified counsellor for the project /programme plus some staff qualified in the area.

· Many report positively on access to referral (27% of those who commented). 

· Many report positively on access to other guidance and counselling services (advocate: 39% of comments were positive, guidance counsellor: 36% of comments were positive).  

· 7% of projects/ programmes have 5 or more staff qualified in the area of guidance and counselling.

However, where projects and programmes have access to any of the guidance elements examined here (qualified counsellors, career guidance counselling, staff qualifications, referral to specialist services) the standard of provision varies considerably in both quality and quantity: number of hours provided, qualifications of guidance providers, length of waiting lists etc.  

Guidance has been defined as helping someone make decisions about aspects of their personal and social, educational and career lives.  The level of provision of guidance and counselling as a fundamental part of the projects and programmes for early school leavers is varied.  Looking at the elements of guidance provision, the majority of projects are providing careers information, job search skills, and work experience (91%, 94% and 95% of programmes and projects respectively), however the level of provision of career counselling and psychometric testing to aid in career choices is much lower (39% and 38% respectively).  The information is readily available, it is the guidance in making the choices, which is sometimes lacking.  Although most respondents are providing a programme on personal and social development (94%), only just over two thirds provide personal counselling from a qualified counsellor (69% of respondents).  Only one fifth provide any sort of family counselling, despite the link between family background and early school leaving pointed out by over half the respondents and the importance of including the whole family in programmes for early school leavers, pointed out by 8% of respondents.  

Nearly three quarters (73%) of the respondents have access to a qualified counsellor for early school leaver clients.  However, one third of those whose qualifications were given, are qualified only to diploma/ certificate level or have a post graduate qualification in youth work or psychology related area.  Therefore the real number of projects and programmes with access to a qualified counselling psychologist is much lower.  Again the number of hours varies from organisation to organisation, with over half of the organisations with access to such a person, having less than 5 hours of access, and nearly one third having less than 3 hours access.  Only 8% of access to a qualified counsellor is provided through a counsellor employed full-time by the organisation.  

Over one third of projects/programmes for early school leavers (38%) have access to an advocate( however experience of such access is mixed, 40% of comments on access being positive and 30% negative.  Over one-third (35%) report access to a qualified guidance counsellor, yet comments reflect access to a limited amount of time and questionable relevancy of their training to deal with the target group.  More general comments draw attention to the need for staff training in this area – staff are in the best position to deliver guidance a to the target group as they are trusted by the young people, have built up a rapport, and have day-to-day opportunities of interaction with the young people.  

Nearly half of the respondents (47%) would have had an occasion to refer an early school leaver client to specialist services had they been available- details of the cause for such referrals reflect the characteristics of the target group and the lack of family support/ dysfunctional family background already referred to: need for counselling in general, depression, bereavement and suicide attempts, behavioural problems etc.  However 39% of respondents have not got access to referral to a counselling psychologist, a clinical psychologist, an educational psychologist or any other specialist service.  Indeed a small number of projects/ programmes for early school leavers have very limited services in the area of guidance and counselling:  12% have not got access to a qualified counsellor and have not got access to referral to an educational, clinical, counselling psychologist or any other specialist service; 7% have no access to referral to any of the specialist services, no access to a qualified counsellor and no staff qualified in the area.  

Looking then to staff qualifications, over half the respondents report having staff qualified in the guidance and counselling area (57%), but again, the range of qualifications and the number of staff vary.  Leaving aside the basic issue of lack of permanent funding, one of the most important factors in the success of working with early school leavers and young people at risk is the personal commitment and dedication of staff who are known and trusted by the client group (53% of respondents).  Repeatedly throughout the responses, the need for training in guidance and counselling skills for staff has been called for (comments on access to career guidance services, additional comments).  What better resource to build on than staff members who ‘ have embraced the task of providing training for some of the most difficult young people in society’.  

One of the major themes which runs throughout the research is the need for more networking and improved links between the agencies and services that provide for the same target group, and also that provide guidance and counselling services.  Strategies to address the problem of early school leaving should incorporate an integrated approach, involving the various community actors (9% of respondents); links and networks with other agencies were named as a success factor in working with early school leavers for 23% of respondents; lack of same was seen as limiting for 11% of respondents.  14% of respondents indicated the need for improved relationships and networking between agencies for improving their success in working with early school leavers.  It is evident therefore that one of the core modules in training for staff is information about different community actors, their roles and services particularly in relation to the target group and the provision of guidance and counselling, and the relevant routes of access to referral to specialist services.  

Another core element for staff training includes guidelines on standards to expect from services ‘bought in’ from outside agencies.  It is evident from the various quantities of hours allocated to guidance provision, and the qualifications of the staff employed or contracted to provide guidance, that there are no standards for the provision of guidance and counselling for projects and programmes targeted at early school leavers, such as those for post primary schools outlined in the ‘Guidelines for the Practice of Guidance and Counselling in Post Primary Schools’ (National Centre for Guidance in Education, 1996).  Clear information is required on the various qualifications in the area of counselling and career guidance, and the acceptability of such qualifications.  Standards of minimum qualification need to be set in order to provide the much needed support for the target group.  Policy makers need to establish a base level of provision, in hours per week of access to both career guidance and to personal counselling (by a qualified counsellor who spends regular hours with the organisation).  Individual organisations can then allocate resources in addition to this base level, as required.  

Model of Provision of Guidance and Counselling for Programmes/Projects Targeted at Early School Leavers

It is clear that all the elements of a comprehensive and cohesive guidance, counselling and referral service for projects and programmes providing for early school leavers, are in existence, but not all projects/ programmes have real and adequate access to them.  Figure III on the next page illustrates a model of guidance and counselling service for projects/programmes providing for early school leavers which incorporates all the elements of guidance discussed at three core levels of provision:  

(1) Within each programme, modules based on personal and social development, career information, job search skills and work experience should be provided.  Frontline staff of projects and programmes need to be trained in guidance skills and provided with information on relevant community agencies and services.  

(2) Projects/ programmes need access to career guidance and counselling to help the young people in making important decisions about their futures.  The young people need access to personal counselling by a qualified counsellor who visits their location on a regular basis.  However, provision alone is not sufficient; project and programme staff need guidelines and standards in relation to qualification and quantity of provision in order to implement an effective service and also to ensure equality of provision across programmes and regions.  

(3) Access to specialised psychological services on referral from project/programme staff or guidance and counselling service personnel, should also form an integral part of provision.  Such referral needs to have clear access routes and access procedures, and needs to be provided in a time efficient manner.

The importance of networks and links between relevant agencies for success in working with early school leavers and young people at risk has been reiterated throughout the responses, as illustrated above.  Therefore, an additional fourth ‘community’ level is included in the model, which looks at the wider community and possible links and networks with other organisations, who either provide for the same target group or provide some aspect of guidance and counselling to a related or wider target group.  Through such links projects and programmes can access services they may not otherwise be in a position to provide.  Networking and improving links between community agencies also provides the opportunity for organisations to share services, to inform their own provision of services by learning from examples of good practice, or perhaps to become involved in already established initiatives that may be of benefit to the young people.  Resources such as the Youthstart/ National Centre for Guidance in Education electronic database of ‘Guidance and Support Services for Early School Leavers and Young People at Risk’ will promote networking and improved links between such agencies.  

Figure III:  Model of Provision of Guidance, Counselling and Support for Projects and Programmes Targeted at Early School Leavers
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Appendix A: List of Organisations Contacted 

· All Youthreach Centres (VEC YOUTHREACH, Community Training Workshops, Senior Traveller Training Workshops)

· Area Based Partnership Companies and Community organisations funded by the Local Development Programme

· Barnardo’s Family Support Projects
· Catholic Youth Council :Youth Services
· City of Dublin Youth Services Board :Youth Services and Youth Projects
· Combat Poverty Demonstration Programme
· Department of Education and Science : 8-15's Early School Leavers Projects
· Department of Health and Children: Springboards Projects
· Drugs Task Force funded projects and initiatives inc. Young Peoples Facilities and Services Fund
· EU funded Projects including EMPLOYMENT, Leonardo da Vinci, URBAN etc.
· Foroige Projects
· Garda Special Projects.
· Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) Unemployment Centres
· Irish National Organisation for the Unemployed (INOU) unemployment centres and relevant affiliate organisations
· Integrated Services Process
· Irish Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (ISPCC) Steps Advice and Counselling Services
· Local Employment Services
· Members of the Early School Leaving Network
· National Youth Federation Youth Services
· Neighbourhood Youth Projects.

· Probation and Welfare funded centres, hostels and projects.
· Programme for Peace and Reconciliation funded projects
· Relevant projects funded by the Ireland Fund.

· Youth Information Centres
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Figure II: Success and Limiting Factors in working with Early School Leavers and Potential Early School Leavers
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* Except where otherwise indicated,  ‘percentage of respondents’ indicates the percentage of respondents to the particular question, excluding non-responses and not the total number of respondents to the questionnaire.  


* Excluding preventative interventions, n=121


( The Vocational Training Opportunities Scheme (VTOS) was launched on a national basis in 1989 and replaced the Education Opportunities Scheme (EOS), first piloted in 1986.  Its objective was the provision of a special range of courses designed to meet the education and training needs of unemployed people.  The scheme aims to provide them with vocational education and training opportunities which will develop their employability in either paid employment or in further opportunities leading to it.  VTOS courses focus on the development of job related skills, including technological and business skills but also include modules on personal development (Sheehy, 2001:1)


( “The primary aim of advocacy is to provide, in collaboration with other YOUTHREACH Staff and other services for early school leavers, a confidential, individual career path planning, guidance and counselling service, on a case load basis, for participants who require such support and who experience particular difficulty in accessing progressing options” (FÁS, 2000 p.4 ). 
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