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Introduction 

Drop-out rates and absence is a significant pedagogical problem in the educational system.1 It has a 

negative impact on the individual, on the study environments and on the education system. It is not least 

on this basis that the actual research project is trying to identify factors that can reduce absence and drop-

out rates. 

 

New roles for the AEC2 teacher - Increased completion through social responsibility (January 2012 – 

December 2014) is an on-going research project initiated by a concern for the growing number of dropouts 

from adult educations in Denmark. The aim is thus to reduce absence and drop-out rates at the AECs, and 

this aim is pursued through specific activities such as improved learning environment and development of 

teacher competences.   

 

It is the basic assumption for the study that drop-out is caused by a combination of external and internal 

factors, i.e. an interaction between the students’ social and personal background, the teachers’ 

competences, and the learning environment, and the educational culture at the specific institution. Based 

on this assumption, drop-out rates can be reduced with an enhanced and focused effort from the schools. 

The general tool used by the schools to secure a positive development in this study is to improve the 

teachers’ socio-pedagogical3 competences through their participation in different training programs. It is 

the central assumption that the competency development of the teachers will contribute to reduce the 

absence and drop-out rates. 

 

Background  

The existing research has identified a number of factors that is of significance for absence and drop-out 

rates (Lamb et. al., 2011; Rumberger & Lim, 2008), though some studies calls for more systematic research 

(Valentine et.al., 2011).  The factors can be divided in three categories: The students' background (Bragt 

et.al., 2011), study environment (Fincher, 2010; Kefallinou, 2009) and teachers' competence (Lippke, 2012). 

It may be assumed that if teachers' competence, particularly the socio-pedagogical competence increases it 

will reduce absence and drop-out rates. It may also be assumed that this competence could be achieved 

through training programmes for teachers. 

                                                           
1
 Danish figures show that within the past ten years the drop-out rate in general adult education has constantly been 

almost 50 %. 
2
 AEC is an abbreviation for Adult Education Center, in Danish: Voksen Uddannelses Center (VUC). AECs offer general 

adult education programs at lower and upper secondary level. The course provides students with competences that 
correspond to level one, two, three and four of the European Qualifications Framework (EQF). 
3
 The term socio-pedagogical competencies encompass both socio-psychological and socio-educational competencies. 

Thus it concerns the teachers’ interest in a group of students in a class room management perspective, and in the 
individual student outside the class room, i.e. texting students in the morning to make sure that they turn up for 
school.  
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There is research on the effect of the development of teachers' competence for the teachers’ practices 

(Goldschmidt & Phelps, 2010; Bernhardsson & Lattke, 2009; Smith, Hofer, Gillespie, Solomon & Rowe 2003; 

Beltzer, 2003). There is also research on the effect of the development of teachers' competence for 

students, in particular focusing on the connection between teacher competence and the students' 

academic performance and outcome (Antoniou & Kyriakides, 2013; Duffield, Wagemana & Hodge, 2013; 

Dekker-Groen, van der Schaaf & Stokking, 2012; Lancaster & Milia, 2012; Rotgans, & Schmidt, 2011; Bruce, 

Esmonde, Ross, Dookie &Beatty, 2010; Harris & Sass 2010; Kerka, 2003). However, most of this research is 

directed at primary, secondary and high school teaching. Very few studies are directed at teachers and 

teacher training in adult education.  

 

This project aims at investigating to what degree training of adult education teachers leads to a drop in the 

adult student’s absence and drop-out rate (and to an increase in the students’ academic outcome). Thus 

the research project will be carried out on what Kirkpatric describes as the fourth level, which means that 

we are interested in measuring the final result of the teacher training program: the effect on the students’ 

performance (Kirkpatrick, 1994).  

 

Research design 

The project is designed as an intervention project.  The intervention consists of competency development 

of the teaching staff at five adult education centres.   It is assumed that teachers' competency development 

leads to a changed attitude towards the socio-pedagogical competence; to a change in behaviour towards 

the individual student, and to a changed pedagogical behaviour in the classroom. It is assumed that both of 

these changed behaviours will lead to an increased retention of the students. 

As mentioned, the project involves a competency development of teachers working at five different adult 

education centres, and the teachers’ competency development programs includes three interventions: 

1. Knowledge of students: the teachers are trained to analyse the students’ preconditions for joining 

the study program and to plan and accomplish their teaching in accordance with that. 

2. Conflict management: the teachers are trained to handle conflicts in the classroom more 

efficiently. 

3. Cooperative learning: the teachers are trained to use cooperative learning method as a vital part of 

their teaching.    

The competency development is carried out through training programmes which differs for each of the five 

Centres. From each Centre, twenty teachers are directly involved and participate in programmes. The rest 

of the teachers are involved in different ways. The table 1 below shows the programmes completed at each 

Adult Education Centre. 
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Table 1. Training programmes at the five Adult Educational Centres 

 AEC 1 AEC 2 AEC 3 AEC 4 AEC 5 

Knowledge of students   X X X  X 

Conflict management  X  X  

Cooperative Learning  X  X X 

 

    

These programmes provide the teachers with enhanced socio-pedagogical competence. It is assumed that 

the enhanced socio-pedagogical competence will lead to more comprehensive socio-pedagogical activities 

in the teaching group. These socio-pedagogical activities are expected to reduce absence and drop-out 

rates. It is expected that the different training programmes will have different effects on absence and drop-

out rates. 

On the basis of these assumptions the following research questions will be examined: 

1. Which socio-pedagogical competence do teachers develop through participation in training 

program?  

2. Is the competence converted into (new) socio- pedagogical activities?  

3. Does the teachers’ competency development contribute to reduce the absence and drop-out rate? 

4. Which socio-pedagogical initiatives have the greatest effect on the reduction of absence and drop-

out rates? 

 

Method and data  

The data collection for this study is comprehensive and includes data sets consisting of a description of the 

training programs, an electronic questionnaire aimed at teachers (almost 500 informants), systematic 

registrations of absence and drop-out rates (for more than 10.000 students) and knowledge of the scope 

and the content of the teachers' new and more comprehensive socio-pedagogical activities (interviews and 

logs). 

 

The electronic questionnaire for teachers 

The development of the teachers’ socio-pedagogical competence and the extent of their socio-pedagogical 

activities are measured through two questionnaire replies. The first questionnaire is given at the very 

beginning of the project, and the second questionnaire the following year.   

494 teachers received the questionnaire at the beginning of the project. The response rate was 75%. At the 

second round the response rate was 72%. 

Both times, the teachers had to consider the extent to which they felt they had sufficient competences in 

relation to eight types of actions, e.g. ’giving a student a word of approval in relation to the actual school 

performance’, or ‘giving personal feedback to an active student’, or ‘providing a student with personal 
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advice in relation the study progress’ or ‘talking to a student about his or hers private social situation 

outside the school’. 

They also had to consider to which extend they regarded themselves to have the sufficient competencies to 

run these activities.  

Finally, they had to assess the relative composition of their own competences with a view to academic 

competence, didactical competence and socio-pedagogical competence. Similarly, they are to assess how 

they view the ideal relative distribution of these competencies. 

 

Systematic registration of absence and drop-out  

The data also included a systematic registration of absence and drop-out rates for more than 10.000 

students.  

In each of the five Centres, the absence rate was systematically registered in the course of the year. At the 

end of the school year the drop-out rates were registered. Absence as well as drop-out rate was calculated 

after a common standard for the five Centres. Because there is available information about absence and 

drop-out rates for the preceding four years it is possible to compare to different years and to compare 

between the five Centres. 

 

Interviews and logs 

Knowledge of the scope and the content of the teachers' new and more comprehensive socio-pedagogical 

activities is collected through two data sources, interviews and logs. Thus, the design further includes 

periodic a) interviews with teachers and students as well as b) electronic logs written by teachers. 

 

Interviews with teachers 

Interviews with 16 teachers have been completed. The respondents are appointed by the management on 

the basis of the level of involvement in the development process of the process. The interviews were 

conducted as open structured interviews. There were three main themes: 1) a description of completed 

educational initiatives, 2) perception of effects of the project, 3) documentation of the effects.  

 

Interviews with students/course participants 

The interviews with course participants provides information about how participants experience the 

teaching, including teaching activities and the effects hereof,  experience of teachers' ability to consider the 

individual student, as well as teachers' efforts in relation to social environment, teaching environment etc. , 

participants' experience of whether the teachers do something new and/or different in relation to the 

teaching, the students have previously received and, finally, the course participants' perception of whether 
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the teachers can do something else or more in relation to reducing absence and, in the long term drop-out 

rates. 

Electronic logs written by teachers 

Ten teachers have written logs over a period of eight weeks. One logbook was to be completed pr. week. 

The participating teachers for this part of the survey had also been appointed by the management based on 

their activity in the project. The logbook had to describe three items: 1) the socio-pedagogical activities 

which the participants carried out, 2) the effects which the teachers assessed the activities had on the 

participants and their absence and drop-out rates and 3) to what extent these socio-pedagogical activities 

were new in relation to what they used to do, and to what extent the activities related to the competency 

development, the teachers had completed. 

 

Findings 

The overall result of the project at the present time is that there is much less impact than assumed.  

The teachers' perceptions of their own socio-pedagogical competence which were registered via the 

questionnaires have virtually not changed in the course of the year in which the competency development 

courses have been completed.  

Out of nine possible changes, there is only one change which is significant, and it is the ability to ‘talk with a 

student about his or hers personal social situation outside the school’. 

With regard to the teachers' socio-pedagogical activities, there are only two of eight possible activities, 

which have increased. These are:  ’giving a student a word of approval in relation to the actual school 

performance’ and ‘giving personal feedback to an active student’. These two activities – both related to the 

school performance - were more frequent after the teachers’ competence training. However, we could not 

find any changes in the more personal or social oriented activities.  

We found that their perception of the relative importance of the socio-pedagogical competence compared 

with the importance of the subject-competence and subject-didactic-competence was changing. The 

teachers as a group wanted to give a higher priority to the socio-pedagogical competence.  But we found 

differences between young teachers and older teachers and between not so experienced teachers 

compared with experienced teachers. Older teachers and experienced teachers generally were not so 

willing to give a higher priority to socio-pedagogical competence as the young and un-experienced 

teachers.    

The results from the questionnaire survey can be compared with the results from teacher interviews and 

data from the teachers written logs. 

 

From the first interviews with teachers it appears that the primary focus was on the competency 

development itself rather than on the main focus of the project which is to reduce absence and drop-out 
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rates. Thus, the teachers had difficulties providing examples of the effects the various initiatives may have 

on the projects’ strategic objectives. However, there was a general agreement that a greater focus on 

course participants, i.e. keeping them ‘on a tighter lead’, seems to have a positive effect on the absence.  

Generally, the teachers showed a positive support of the project and the embedded competency 

development, and thus the project seems to have a mobilising effect on the teaching staff.  

 

In the logs the teachers describe a number of activities which they conduct for the purpose of reducing 

absence and drop-out rates. It can be very specific activities as performing personal interviews with 

students or in a wider context, arranging social activities as class get-togethers. The teachers generally 

agree that their initiatives have a positive impact on the students. However, there are only a few examples 

that directly point to reducing absence and drop-out rates. 

In relation to whether the socio-pedagogical activities are new, the teachers answer that ‘most of them are 

activities that they have also carried out previously’. However, about half of the teachers reply that they 

are doing something differently in their practice.    

The most significant effect of the teachers' competency development is that they 'have been given a new 

view of drop-out rates' or they have 'given more thought to the importance, it has'.  Some refer directly to 

the competency development program and to what they have learned, for example attention to classroom 

management and to the importance of the various course participant types’ significance to the teaching. 

 

If we look at the absence and drop-out rate, that is the main focus of the project, the figures actually show 

an improvement compared with previous years. The figures are shown in Table 2, Drop-out and absence 

rates over years in %. 

 

Table 2. Dropout and absence rates in different years in %. 

 Baseline 
2009/2011 

1.year 
   2012 

2. year 
2013 

Drop-out from education  30,1 % 26,1 % 22,1 % 

Absence from lessons 24,9 % 24,0 % 24,6 % 

N => 10.000     

What is interesting is that while absence rates have been fairly constant over the years and under the 

invention period, the drop-out rates have clearly been reduced. The reduction is evident both when 

comparing the baseline figures (the average for three years) with the first year figures and when comparing 

the first and the second year figures. 

Although the students do not attend class on a more frequent basis there still seems to be an impact from 

the different activities on the students’ willingness to complete their studies. The drop-out rates declines 

systematically in the intervention period. 
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Conclusion 

Although it is not possible to document a more comprehensive and specific change in teachers' attitudes 

and specific behaviour the projects’ focus on the socio-pedagogical competence has had an impact on the 

desired parameter: retention. 

The preliminary conclusion is that it is the general attitude in the teacher groups and in the individual Adult 

Education Centres to the importance of reducing drop-out rates that is of significance for the effects. One 

effect is that the teachers ‘think differently’. This ‘thinking differently’ is transformed into actions, that the 

teachers find difficult to describe, and that it so far has been difficult to document through the applied data 

collection methods. 

At the present time, the project supports the original assumption that a competency development of a 

teacher group can lead to a greater retention of the students. 
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