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Abstract

This article examines characteristics, practices and conditions within schools that enable
vulnerable students to succeed in school. Research suggests that factors related to struc-
ture, educational organisation or the climate within schools may play a part in either
pushing out or holding on to students whose personal characteristics may put them at
risk of dropping out. The study is based on 25 qualitative interviews with students in
the second year of vocational education and training. All the students had a low grade
point average from lower secondary school, and the majority had an immigrant back-
ground from Africa or Asia. The analysis shows that practice-oriented learning from au-
thentic work tasks provided meaningful connections between schoolwork and students’
career choices and opportunities to experience success and mastery. Furthermore, posi-
tive expectations and the active support of teachers as well as mutual motivation and
support among classmates contributed to students” sense of belonging at school. The
study discusses the importance of schools supporting less school-oriented young people
in connecting and identifying with school, both with the social environment and with
the educational content and learning methods.
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Introduction

In many Western countries, dropout from upper secondary education is an im-
portant political issue, which has also been prioritised in EU policy following the
adoption of the Lisbon Strategy in 2000. Young people who do not complete up-
per secondary education face serious negative economic and psychosocial conse-
quences, which not only generate personal but also societal costs (Cedefop, 2016;
Falch et al., 2009). Most of the research on dropout has focused on the factors that
may be associated with dropping out and thus increase the probability of young
people leaving school before time. The studies suggest that dropping out of
school is the cumulative result of multiple risk factors and emphasise the inter-
related effects of various levels of influence, including the family, school, educa-
tional system, and broader economic and political context (Alexander et al., 2001;
Lamb, 2011; Rumberger, 2011).

This study focuses on the school level and the role of schools in preventing
dropout from upper secondary education. So far, individual and family back-
ground factors have received by far the most attention, highlighting the students’
school performances and their socioeconomic background among the most im-
portant factors influencing early leaving from school. Family background has a
significant impact on school performance and helps to explain systematic differ-
ences in educational achievement and dropout (e.g. Lamb, 2011; Rumberger,
2011). However, studies addressing different levels of influence also emphasise
the importance of the school level and indicate that the characteristics of and con-
ditions within schools may promote or reduce dropout behaviour (Christle et al.,
2007; Doll et al., 2013; Lee & Burkam, 2003; Rumberger, 1995). Through their or-
ganisation, schools may either push out or hold on to students whose personal
characteristics may put them at risk of dropping out. In research literature, con-
ditions or situations within the school environment that affect the students” en-
gagement with school and ultimately result in dropout, are referred to as “push
factors’, distinguished from “pull factors” outside school (Bradley & Renzulli,
2011; Doll et al., 2013; Gambetta, 1987; Stearns & Glennie, 2006). Hence, push fac-
tors relate to structures, practices or conditions within the school itself that lead
to students viewing school as an unpleasant place and to withdrawal, disengage-
ment, and eventually dropout - voluntarily or forced by school and its policies
(e.g. Rumberger & Thomas, 2000).

This study explores school-related factors that affect the students” engagement
and identification with school. However, the focus is not on conditions or prac-
tices within schools that may contribute to pushing students out of school. This
article seeks to contribute to the existing literature by exploring school-related
factors that may contribute to keeping the students on track - despite the exist-
ence of some form of disadvantage. The article draws on semi-structured inter-
views with 25 vocational students who represent a particularly vulnerable group
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in several ways. Firstly, all the students in the study had a grade point average
(GPA) below a critical level, which statistically puts them at risk of not complet-
ing upper secondary education (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2018). Secondly, most
of the students had a migration background and spoke a language other than
Norwegian at home. Thirdly, most students” parents were in manual or unskilled
occupations or received social benefits. Based on the research literature on drop-
out, these characteristics define the students in the study as being among the
most vulnerable students in upper secondary education (Markussen et al., 2011;
Rumberger, 2011).

Nevertheless, at the time of the interviews, the students were in the second
year of their education and had successfully passed the examinations at the end
of the first year. The study thus examines what makes students who belong to a
risk group with respect to upper secondary graduation stay on track. The aim of
this article is to obtain knowledge about the students’ experiences, perceptions
and feelings towards school and education and to identify characteristics of the
school structure, environment, climate, instruction or learning processes that en-
able them to succeed in school. Consequently, the article addresses the following
research question: Which characteristics, practices or conditions related to school and
education do vulnerable students in upper secondary vocational education and training
highlight in their narratives to explain what helps them stay on track in their education?

The study is situated in Norway, more specifically, in the capital city Oslo. The
national VET system is designed according to a 2 + 2 model, whereby it is organ-
ised as two years of school-based learning followed by two years of apprentice-
ship training. Following the normal progression, the students in the sample had
about half a year of schooling ahead of them before they were due to start ap-
prenticeships in companies. As this study is part of a longitudinal project on vul-
nerable youths’” pathways through VET, the same group of young people will be
interviewed again during the second part of their education in a training com-
pany. This article focuses on the first part of their education.

The school perspective on dropping out

Despite a preponderance of dropout research focusing on the personal character-
istics of individual students, research has clearly documented that students’
learning and achievement are also affected by the characteristics of the schools
the students attend. Internal school factors may cover different dimensions of
school organisation. Lee and Burkam (2003) propose to conceptualise the organ-
isation of schools along the dimensions of school structure, academic organisation,
and social organisation.

Structural characteristics of schools such as school location, size and resources
have all been found to be related to student achievement and school dropout. A
prominent issue in school effectiveness research concerns school size. Students
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in large schools are found to learn less than students in medium-sized schools
(Lee & Smith, 1997) and to be more likely to leave school before graduation
(Rumberger, 1995). However, a causal link between school size and student
achievement can be questioned. Rather, the results indicate that school size may
act as a facilitating or debilitating factor for other organisational forms or prac-
tices that, in turn, promote student learning (Lee & Smith, 1997). Another widely
debated issue with respect to structural features of schools concerns the effect of
student composition, often related to school location, on student learning and
school dropout. Research shows that a high concentration of immigrant students
at school may be associated with poorer student performance and higher drop-
out (Rumberger, 1995; Traag & van der Velden, 2011). Yet, research from Norway
shows that the relationship between the proportion of minority students at school
and educational achievement or upper-secondary completion largely reflects the
between-school differences in students’ socioeconomic backgrounds (Hardoy et
al.,, 2018, Hermansen & Birkelund, 2015). Thus, differences in achievement
among schools based on structural characteristics are often related to differences
in students’ characteristics and school resources that are often associated with the
structural features of schools (see also Rumberger & Thomas, 2000).

The academic or educational organisation of schools refers, among other character-
istics, to the structure and content of the curriculum. If students perceive the ed-
ucational curriculum as valuable and relevant to their interests and needs, and
feel a connection between schoolwork and their lives, they are more likely to par-
ticipate and engage in class work (Crumpton & Gregory, 2011; Finn, 1989; Tinto,
2017). In fact, the perceived fit with the educational programme is found to be
the most important predictor of students’ sense of belonging and valuing of their
education (Elffers et al., 2012). This also implies that learning goals are perceived
as accessible, neither too easy nor too difficult to master, and different pro-
grammes, curricula or learning goals may be required for different groups of stu-
dents. Moreover, perceptions of the quality and relevance of the curriculum also
refer to the values underlying the curriculum and reflect a complex interplay of
different issues including teaching methods and learning preferences (Tinto,
2017). In addition, the educational organisation of schools includes school lead-
ership and management and associated characteristics such as rules, practices,
and policies within schools. Rules or policies, for example on how to handle ab-
senteeism, misbehaviour, or low grades, may lead to suspensions or expulsions
and may thus be used as a measure to force a student out of school (Bradley &
Renzulli, 2011; see also Domina et al., 2017). Studies suggest that males and ethnic
minority students are more likely than females and majority students to leave
school due to suspension or expulsions (Doll et al., 2013; Rumberger, 1987).

The social organisation of schools covers aspects of school and class climate, the
quality of student-teacher relations, relationships among students and social sup-
port. Both Finn (1989) and Tinto (1993) highlight the importance of the students’
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emotional connection to school, teachers, classmates, and schoolwork in their
dropout process models. The feeling of being a member of a community results
in a commitment that binds the student to the group or community, also referred
to as ‘emotional engagement’ (Fredricks et al., 2004) or “sense of belonging” (Finn,
1989; Tinto, 2017). By contrast, a student’s emotional disengagement or sense of
not belonging leads to withdrawal from contact and is found to be an important
factor that places students at risk of dropping out, although they are performing
well at school (Blondal & Adalbjarnardottir, 2012). The importance of positive
relationships at school refers in particular to peers and classmates, who are found
to be a major source of students” emotional engagement with school (Elffers et
al., 2012). The experience of loneliness, by contrast, is one of the most important
explanations for students’ intention to leave upper secondary education (Haugan
et al., 2019).

In addition, the importance of positive student-teacher relationships is well
documented in student engagement and dropout literature. Students who expe-
rience a close and supportive relationship with teachers and feel that teachers
care about them show higher levels of engagement and identification with school
and are less likely to drop out of school (Croninger & Lee, 2001; Dunn et al., 2004;
Lee & Burkam, 2003; Wang & Eccles, 2012). In contrast, a low level of perceived
teacher support is associated with loss of interest in school (Haugan et al., 2019;
Krane et al.,, 2017). Positive student-teacher relationships also include the teach-
ers having positive expectations of the students’ learning and performance and
believing in the students’ ability to succeed. Positive teacher expectations are im-
portant for the students” development at school and are associated with higher
levels of motivation and student performance (Gilliam, 2018; Rosenthal &
Jacobson, 1968). Negative expectations, by contrast, may lead to withdrawal from
school and complicate student-teacher relationships (Gilliam, 2018; Krane et al.,
2016). A recent literature review concludes that there is relatively strong and con-
sistent evidence in research showing that teachers have lower expectations of stu-
dents from low socioeconomic backgrounds, and most studies also found lower
teacher expectations of ethnic minority groups (Wang et al., 2018).

Method

Background of the study and study design

The study was carried out in Oslo, Norway, and is part of a longitudinal project
on vulnerable youths” pathways through upper secondary VET. The project ex-
amines why some students succeed in school, despite some form of disad-
vantage, and how the students explain what it takes for them to be able to com-
plete their education (see also Schmid, 2021; Schmid & Garrels, 2021). The stu-
dents were selected based on their grade point average (GPA) at the end of
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compulsory school (10t grade). In line with international research, research in
Norway has identified poor educational outcomes as one of the strongest predic-
tors of dropout from upper secondary education (Daehlen, 2017, Markussen et
al., 2011). More specifically, a recent evaluation shows that students with a GPA
lower than 3.5 are at particular risk of not completing upper secondary education
(Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2018). GPA is the average of all grades from the last
year of lower secondary school. Grade scores range from 1 to 6, and a minimum
of 2 is needed to pass a subject. The GPA is used as the basis for admission to
upper secondary education. For the school year 2018/2019, the mean GPA in
Norway was 4.2 and 4.3 in the county of Oslo (Norwegian Directorate for Edu-
cation and Training, 2020). However, in Oslo county, 15.6 per cent of the students
leave compulsory school with a GPA lower than 3.5, and this proportion is sig-
nificantly higher among male students than their female counterparts (20.5% and
10.4% respectively) (Statistics Norway, 2020a). Less than half of the students in
this group complete upper secondary education within five years (47.6%) - com-
pared to 90 per cent of students with a GPA higher than 3.5 (Statistics Norway,
2020Db).

Since grades at school are strongly correlated with parents” educational back-
ground (Statistics Norway, 2021), selecting students by their grades implies, to a
great extent, a selection based on socioeconomic background. Therefore, what
further characterises the students in the sample, is their vulnerability also in
terms of family resources. Most students’” parents were in manual or unskilled
occupations (e.g. working as cleaners or taxi drivers), unemployed or receiving
social benefits. Some of the parents attended a Norwegian language course.

In addition, we limited the selection of interviewees to students in the second
year of VET who had successfully passed the examinations at the end of the first
year at school. Many students face educational challenges already in their first
year of VET, and a significant number of students drop out before or in the course
of the second year (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2018). Thus, the students in the
sample had already completed a considerable part of their education. Following
the normal progression, they had about half a year of schooling ahead of them
before they were due to start apprenticeships in companies.

To identify low-achieving students in upper secondary VET, we contacted
four schools in Oslo where the GPA for admission to upper secondary education
is comparatively low. The aim was to recruit students from different schools,
classes, and educational programmes and to ensure gender variation. Twenty-
tive students (10 girls, 15 boys) from four different schools, eight different classes
and seven different educational programmes in year 2 (childcare and youth
work; construction techniques; floral design; food and beverages; health work;
motor vehicles; and sales, service, and security) consented to participate. Twenty
of the students were born in Norway, however, eighteen of the interviewees had
a migration background: 14 were children of immigrants, most of them from
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countries in Africa or Asia (e.g. Pakistan or Somalia), and four students came to
Norway between the age of 13 and 16, from either Somalia or Eritrea. Seven stu-
dents were of Norwegian background. The majority of the interviewees spoke a
language other than Norwegian at home. Most of the informants were 17 years
old at the time of the interview and had not dropped out of education and train-
ing previously. The mean GPA in the study sample was 2.8, and all students had
a GPA below 3.5.

Data collection and ethical considerations

All the interviews were conducted by the authors between October 2019 and Jan-
uary 2020 at the students’ schools, and they had an average duration of 30
minutes. The students were interviewed individually. A semi-structured inter-
view guide was used to provide a framework for the interviews, with questions
about enjoying school, challenges at school, thoughts about leaving school or
plans to complete upper secondary education, relationships and support both
within and outside school, career choice and aspirations. The interviews further
included the occupation/employment status of the students’ parents, the stu-
dents’ leisure activities, and who they lived with.

All participants received written and oral information about the project and
that participation was voluntary. All students gave their written consent to par-
ticipate. The Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) approved this study,
and we complied with the requirements of data protection legislation. Further-
more, since the students in the study may have experienced many setbacks and
failures throughout their school career, we were careful not to refer to partici-
pants as “at-risk students’. Instead, the students were informed that we were in-
terested in their explanations for “‘making it" at school. This positive approach to
the study and to our informants may have contributed to the students’ eagerness
to share their experiences with us.

Data analysis

All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Personal information
was anonymised, and all interviewees were given pseudonyms. In order to be as
open-minded towards the students’ narratives as possible (cf. Gibbs, 2018), the
tirst analysis step consisted of a data driven construction of codes using the soft-
ware NVivo 12. Codes were generated by identifying text fragments that con-
tained information about the students’ present situation at school. In the next
step, similar codes were organised into categories that were considered purpose-
ful with regard to the research question (Gibbs, 2018). During these steps, all au-
thors worked together and discussed how to organise the categories. In the last
step, the categories were labelled to concisely capture the essence of each cate-
gory. The authors worked together to define the following four categories: 1)
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Directed towards a concrete goal, 2) Practice-oriented learning, 3) Positive and
supportive relationships with teachers, and 4) Belonging in class.

Findings

In the following sections, we present the four categories we identified through
our analysis, contextualised with reference to the literature. We start by present-
ing the categories related to the dimension of academic organisation of schools (i.e.
directed towards a concrete goal, and practice-oriented learning), before report-
ing on the two categories related to the dimension of social organisation of schools
(positive and supportive relationships with teachers, and belonging in class). We
did not identify any themes within the dimension of structural characteristics of
schools. All quotations are translated, and all names are pseudonymes.

Directed towards a concrete goal

Most of the students in the study got a place in the VET programme they had
opted for - despite low grades in lower secondary school. Thus, the students ex-
pressed that they were learning things that they were really interested in and that
were important to them and their future career. All the interviewees stated that
they enjoyed school, and typical explanations for this are exemplified by Denis
and Johan: ‘I'm working on what I like, car mechanics. I'm pretty interested in
cars, so it’s fun.” ‘I really like ... vocational education ... we do a lot of fun stuff,
especially in floristry.” These statements testify to the students” interest in a par-
ticular occupation or field of work but also to the possibility of working towards
a specific profession. This seems to create a sense of meaning and relevance, as
expressed by Samuel, who explained that ‘it feels less basic” at upper secondary
than at lower secondary school. He further clarified:

And it’s like, now you're working towards something concrete, while at lower sec-
ondary school you never really knew what you were learning for, you just went
along with it. But now [...] I know that I can meet a goal.

Similarly, Sara stated why she was motivated to learn:

It’s not like I just cram, and then do the test and then forget everything afterwards.
Like for example things I learned last year, I still remember them, and they’re
things I'm going to continue to need in life.

Newmann et al. (1992, p. 23) call the kind of tasks the students referred to ‘au-
thentic work” describing tasks with a connection to the ‘real world” outside school
and with value and meaning beyond the instructional context. Characteristically,
authentic work entails extrinsic rewards, meets intrinsic interests, and offers stu-
dents a sense of ownership (Newmann et al., 1992). As some students described,
the experience of a clear connection to the workplace and the world outside
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school may not be limited to vocational subjects but may include common core
subjects such as English or Norwegian. This is exemplified by Denis:

Norwegian was not my favourite subject at lower secondary school. But now when
I have Norwegian, it's not the same. If we are going to have a presentation in Nor-
we(%ian, I get to talk about cars, or at least something car-related, like a car I like,

and then I can present that car, and what’s good about it and stuff. So it’s like still
Norwegian, but also trade-related.

What Denis described is called ‘vocationalisation of common core subjects” and
used as a strategy to create more coherence between vocational and common core
subjects. It implies that the learning content, learning methods and vocabulary
used in common core subjects are supposed, to a great extent, to be relevant for
the practice in the chosen educational programme or profession (Repstad, 2020).
As Denis clearly expressed, this approach to learning Norwegian not only in-
creased his motivation but also changed his view of Norwegian as a subject.

Practice-oriented learning

Closely related to the students” statements about authentic work tasks is the nar-
rative related by some of our informants about the significance of practice-ori-
ented learning in VET. As described by Tinto (2017), perceptions of the quality
and relevance of the curriculum also include teaching methods and learning style
preferences. Many of the students in the study explained that they liked the prac-
tice-oriented approach to learning at school. Anne said: “We get to work a lot with
our hands, I like that. It's much better.” Moreover, through practice-oriented
learning, the students experienced a sense of success and mastery that many of
them hardly knew. Denis related the following:

That’s my strong side, working with my hands. Writing and stuff, that’s not my
strength, I like working with practical things. [...] It's like, I'm much better at
screwing in a screw than I am at doing maths.

Similarly, Johan described what working and learning in practice at school was
like for him:

I think it's fun, and of course I enjoy being successful at something, because that’s a
feeling I haven’t had so much before.

For most of the students in the study, primary and lower secondary school was
characterised by many experiences of school failure and low mastery. As de-
scribed by our informants, a different approach to learning in VET contributed
to a shift towards motivation and higher self-efficacy. Practice-oriented learning
environments provided opportunities for developing and demonstrating skills
different to classroom teaching, offered opportunities to experience a sense of
accomplishment and thus fostered self-efficacy. Self-efficacy, or a person’s belief
in their ability to succeed in a specific situation or at a specific task, is essential to
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student motivation and persistence (Bandura, 1997). For many students, the prac-
tical parts of their education may even have been crucial to making it at school,
as expressed by Emil. Emil had struggled with concentration already in his early
school years and was subsequently diagnosed with ADHD. After a turbulent
time at lower secondary school with many social and familiar challenges, he had
difficulty choosing a career. At the time of the interview, he was determined to
become a carpenter:

It’s really the case that when we’re out in the workshop, that’s when I work best.
And I don’t even stop once until we have a break. [...] and he [the teacher] likes
that I'm motivated to work, and to work well. So that’s the one thing that saves my
grades.

Like Emil, the practical work in the outdoor area or the school workshop was the
part of their education many students enjoyed most. Furthermore, some of them
made reference to the practical training periods in companies in the subject “vo-
cational specialisation’, which accounts for about a quarter of the teaching work-
load in the second year of VET. “Vocational specialisation” may be organised dif-
ferently from school to school, for example in the form of two practical training
periods in companies during the second year lasting several weeks each, as de-
scribed by Oskar: “And of course we go on practical training twice [...] so that
helps a bit.” Hence, these training periods may be particularly important anchor
points for ‘school-weary” students, as Oskar described himself, helping them to
maintain motivation.

Positive and supportive relationships with teachers

Relationships and social support at school were a major issue during the inter-
views. Due to low grades in lower secondary school, many students did not get
a place at the school of their choice. Nonetheless, the students seemed to have
found their feet, saying that they were happy to be where they were, and they
expressed in many ways that they enjoyed school and were experiencing positive
relationships and support. This included their teachers, but also other staff at
school such as social education workers, and many students described how they
had helped them with different matters, conflicts, worries or private challenges.
Nina summarised what several of our informants had experienced: ‘If you need
help, they’re there.” Together, all these people seemed to create a climate that
helped the students to feel comfortable and to learn. However, when it came to
learning, the students mostly referred to their teachers. All the students said that
they had a good relationship with their teachers, which, for many of them, was
primarily related to the teachers’ helpfulness. This is exemplified by Olav, who
stated the following when asked whether he had a good relationship with his
teachers:
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Olav: tAlctually, I have a very good relationship with some of the teachers
ere.

Researcher: Can you explain why?

Olav: I guess it’s just how teachers are, it’s like they want us to have a
good relationship.

Researcher: How do you notice that?

Olav: It's easy to notice. They try to help us, they try to find the best way
to help us.

In literature, teacher support is often conceptualised as emotional support, i.e.
the feeling of being valued, cared for, and respected as people, and professional
support, i.e. subject-related or practical guidance and assistance. However, re-
search shows that both dimensions of teacher support are intertwined, suggest-
ing that students do not differentiate between different forms of support from
their teachers. Rather, students may experience their teachers as either support-
ive or non-supportive (Haugan et al., 2019; Krane et al., 2017). This highlights the
importance of support and care from teachers for positive and close student-
teacher relationships, as also shown in our findings. The students in our study
particularly emphasised the significance of motivation and encouragement from
their teachers, as expressed by Johan:

He [contact teacher] is really good at motivating me and like pushing when it’s
needed, so I'm not just sitting there thinking ‘I can’t do this’..."yeah, yeah, yeah’,
like that.

Similar to Johan, other students stated that the teachers motivated and ‘pushed’
them to work hard and give it everything, and several students explained that
their teachers” expectations of them were an important motivating factor. Jenny
said: “They somehow motivate me to want better grades and to do better.’
Through their teachers’ expectations, the students felt that the teachers believed
in them and their ability to achieve. At the same time, the students experienced
that their teachers provided the help they needed to be able to meet their goals.
Common answers to the questions about what helped them to succeed in school
were: ‘I received a lot of support from my teachers, really a lot of support” (Sam-
uel), or ‘Obviously, the teachers gave me a lot of support’ (William). The students
expressed that the teachers wanted the best for them and were doing everything
to help them to complete their education, and many explained that the support
they got from their teachers was crucial to them being able to learn, staying mo-
tivated and to eventually complete their education.

Belonging in class

Besides the relationships with their teachers, the students highlighted the im-
portance of having friends at school. Some of the informants referred to the
school climate in general and described a climate of inclusion and acceptance, as
exemplified by Emma: ‘It’s a nice environment and everyone has someone to
hang out with at school. No haters.” However, most students spoke most about
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the class climate and classmates. They explained in different ways how class-
mates affected their motivation and learning. In particular, many students stated
that classmates and friends at school were a major motivation for going to school.
This was expressed by Anne, who answered the question about what made her
succeed at school as follows:

Anne: Friends are very important. It’s like you're really more at school
because of your friends than because of the schoolwork itself.

Researcher: Friends at school?

Anne: Yeah, because when I come in, they say ‘Hello! Welcome!’, and

that’s very nice. You really look forward to meeting them. It’s like
it's a reason for going to school. If they hadn’t been there, then I'd
probably be at home a whole lot more [smiling].

As described in the literature (cf. Finn, 1989; Fredricks et al., 2004; Tinto, 2017),
students” emotional connection to other people at school results in a commit-
ment, which serves to bind the student to the community even in the face of chal-
lenges. Thus, students” sense of belonging is closely associated with motivation
and persistence, as also expressed by some of our informants: ‘I think that friends
motivate you a lot. And so you feel that you belong’ (Ida). The students described
how they learned together, how they supported and motivated each other, par-
ticularly in times of low motivation. Sara, who went to the same class as her best
friend who had the same career goal, related the following;:

We work together towards it. I motivate her when she’s down, and she motivates
me when I'm down.

Some students reported how they received help from their classmates when they
did not understand something, others described how they stopped each other
from skipping school when someone was tempted to go home or how they called
each other if one of them was absent or late. Nina explained:

It's so motivating. It’s like, we call each other in the morning and say: ‘Make sure
you come to school!” That’s how important they are.

Most students mentioned the class climate and classmates when asked about
why they ‘had made it that far, and some students even explained that class-
mates and friends at school were an important reason for not leaving school.
Clearly, the feeling of being a member of a community with other students, feel-
ing that they mattered and belonged, contributed to engagement with school and
was crucial for the students” succeeding in school.

Discussion

This article has examined school-related characteristics, practices, or conditions
that vulnerable students in VET highlight in their narratives about school and
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education to explain what makes them succeed in school. For the students in this
study, both their educational history, characterised by setbacks, low motivation
and low self-efficacy, and their family background indicate that limited educa-
tional resources were available to them. Yet, at the time of the interviews, all our
informants were enrolled in their second school year, with every intention of
completing their education. The findings reveal different characteristics and
practices related to school and education that promoted the students’ engage-
ment with school and helped them to succeed in school. These can be summa-
rised in two main points: 1) practice-oriented learning on authentic work tasks,
and 2) relationships and social support.

Firstly, authentic work tasks with a connection to the world outside school
fostered a sense of meaning and relevance for the students. They had the oppor-
tunity to occupy themselves with something they were interested in, that was
aimed at reaching a concrete goal and that was, therefore, considered meaning-
ful, valuable, and worthy of their effort. Moreover, the practice-oriented ap-
proach to learning linked to these kinds of work tasks offered opportunities to
experience success and thus fostered the students’ self-efficacy. These findings
are in line with research showing that increasing the relevance of schoolwork
may help to disrupt disengagement and increase the motivation of students with
a history of low achievement in particular (Crumpton & Gregory, 2011). Further-
more, as emphasised by Tinto (2017, p. 262), students’ sense of belonging in
school also reflects their sense of their ‘academic belonging’. This refers to the
students’ perception of the usefulness and relevance of their education for their
career goals as well as the opportunities to experience success and mastery.

Secondly, the findings emphasise the importance of close and supportive re-
lationships in school. For one thing, this applies to teachers who played a crucial
role for the students in helping them to succeed in school. Teachers” expectations
of students’ performance motivated them to work hard and believe in themselves
and their abilities. This finding might be particularly important given the re-
search showing that teachers have lower expectations of students from low soci-
oeconomic backgrounds and of students from ethnic minorities (cf. Wang et al.,
2018). At the same time, the students” experience of receiving a lot of support
from their teachers is a recurring finding in the students’ narratives. The findings
thus indicate that the teachers had a proactive role in supporting the students,
thus corroborating the importance of teachers actively reaching out to at-risk stu-
dents to enable them to capitalise on the resources and support available in
school (cf. Elffers, 2013). In addition, research suggests that this type of social
capital is particularly favourable to students with a history of school-related dif-
ficulties (Croninger & Lee, 2001), further highlighting the importance of teachers’
taking an active role in supporting vulnerable students.

In addition, classmates, often called friends, played a major role in enhancing
students’” emotional connection to school. Close relationships to classmates
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contributed to the students’ sense of being part of a community, being valued
and appreciated. The students described in many ways how classmates and
friends were a major motivation for going to school and for doing schoolwork.
Moreover, the students” narratives testify to a group of young people with a lot
of empathy for each other and who tried to support each other. Clearly, our find-
ings show how a sense of membership or belonging (Newmann et al., 1992; Tinto,
1993) can act as a driving force and contribute to engagement with school.

In this study, we chose to have a positive approach to the processes that may
lead to dropout from upper secondary education. Unlike most other studies in
the field, we did not focus on factors within schools that contribute to pushing
students out of school, but on characteristics, practices and conditions within
schools that contribute to students’ succeeding in school and that help them to stay
on track. Hence, in this article, we did not discuss school-related practices or con-
ditions that the students may have experienced as challenging or difficult. How-
ever, it is important to mention that the students in our study were all predomi-
nantly positive in their narratives about school, learning and instruction and the
relationships they experienced at school. Although many of them were experi-
encing periods of low motivation and some of them also admitted to thinking
about leaving school from time to time, all the students were determined to com-
plete upper secondary education.

Conclusion

Schools are obligated to create an environment in which young people from all
backgrounds and abilities can experience success and develop aspirations for a
future career. However, many schools fail in particular to support less school-
oriented young people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds in connecting
and identifying with school. Our findings show that schools play a crucial role in
preventing dropout from upper secondary education. Although students enter
upper secondary education with different backgrounds and different educational
experiences, some of them better equipped and prepared to succeed than others,
it is their experiences in school that ultimately shape their persistence, their aspi-
rations, and their commitments. Through their organisation and internal prac-
tices, schools may significantly impact students” sense of belonging in school,
both in terms of their connection to the social environment and their connection
to the educational content and learning methods. As our findings show, this also
includes students with a history of school-related difficulties and low previous
connection to school, like the students in our study. The study concludes that
teachers play a key role. In particular, we highlight the importance of teachers
discussing meaningful connections between schoolwork and students’ lives and
career choices together with the students. Furthermore, the findings point to the
significance of educational expectations, encouragement, and pressure to
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achieve. At the same time, teachers should take an active role in supporting vul-
nerable students. Finally, we emphasise the role teachers play in developing the
classroom climate and students’ relationships in the classroom.

The students in our study represent a hard-to-reach group for researchers and
policy makers. Through qualitative interviews, they were given a voice. Hence,
the findings from this study contribute to the field by providing insights from
their perspective and by presenting the students’ personal narratives.
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