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Executive Summary

RATIONALE
The rationale of this study rests on a protracted social and global problem: the
large number of out-of-school adolescents and youth, especially those living
in adverse life circumstances. Young people who are excluded from education
often face multiple and overlapping disadvantages. Globally, 263 million
children, adolescents, and youth in the age group of 6–17 years are out of school,
according to United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO’s) Institute of Statistics (UIS dataset, February 2018). Of these,
about 76 percent are adolescents and youth of lower- and upper-secondary
school age, and more than 150 million youth are from regions facing fragile and
conflict situations. Considering that currently 2 billion people are affected by
fragility, conflict, and violence, and that by 2030, 46 percent of the global poor
are likely to be exposed to fragile and conflict situations, complex life risks
such as forced displacement and related educational risks will continue to be
prevalent. These also impact displaced youth living in host communities,
where they tend to be exposed to socio-economic challenges.
Out-of-school, at-risk adolescents and youth face an array of challenges such
as extreme poverty, work and family demands as heads-of-household, early marriage, caregiving for younger siblings or psychologically and physically injured
parents, and exposure to risky behaviors. Moreover, those who resettle across
international borders often carry out these tasks while managing a new language,
education system, and culture, typically under difficult economic and legal circumstances. Aside from this, many youngsters across the world leave school due
to factors related specifically to school culture such as lack of teacher attentiveness, segregation and unequal treatment, and a disconnect between the learning
content and their interests.
Globally, out-of-school rates have not shown a progressive decline in recent
years. The global trend for the upper-secondary age group is flattening at
36 percent, while for lower-secondary it has been at 16 percent since 2012
(UIS dataset 2018). These high rates for older cohorts can be explained by a
variety of reasons: many youths never entered school, upper secondary education is often not compulsory, and upper secondary school-age youth may
choose employment over continuing their education (UNESCO 2016).
xi
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FIGURE ES.1

Global out-of-school adolescents and youth of secondary school age by region, 2016
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Source: UNESCO UIS Stats; UNESCO 2018.
Note: 61 million, or 23 percent of the total, are adolescents of lower-secondary school age; and 139 million, or 53 percent
of the total, are youth of upper-secondary school age.

The global lower-secondary out-of-school rate (16 percent) is nearly twice as
high as the primary out-of-school rate (figure ES.1). Three regions are home to
nearly nine out of ten out-of-school adolescents of lower-secondary age (12–14
years): Sub-Saharan Africa (27 million), South Asia (18 million), and East and
South-East Asia (8 million). Sub-Saharan Africa is also the region with the highest rate of out-of-school adolescents (37 percent), followed by South Asia
(17 percent), and North Africa and West Asia (14 percent).
At the upper-secondary level, 139 million school-age youth (15–17 years)
were not in school in 2016 (figure ES.1), 14 million more than the combined
number of o
 ut-of-school children and adolescents of primary and lower-
secondary school age. The largest proportion of out-of-school youth, 67 million,
live in South Asia, a further 36 million live in Sub-Saharan Africa, and 16 million
live in East and South-East Asia. More than half of all youth are out of school
in sub-Saharan Africa (58 percent), as are nearly half of all youth in South Asia
(48 percent) (UNESCO-UIS 2018).
Given the technological strides being made worldwide and the changing
nature of work, failing to educate and train the next generation of workers
and leaders in essential skills will contribute to intergenerational persistence
of poverty and inequality, lock in gender disparities, obstruct social mobility,
and undercut the effective utilization of this demographic capital. This
would have substantial, long-term adverse consequences for the shared economic and social well-being of all. A promising pathway to guide these
youngsters toward social and economic advancement is through education
reengagement interventions that can provide necessary support structures to
deliver positive outcomes and help them make a smooth transition into a
stable and productive life.
This study specifically focuses on the heterogenous population group of
adolescents and youth—ages 12–17 years—who have left school early and face
multiple disadvantages, accounting for variation in their individual and
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FIGURE ES.2

Out-of-school adolescents and youth of secondary school age by country income
group, 2016
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Source: UNESCO UIS Stats; UNESCO 2018.
Note: The largest number of out-of-school adolescents and youth of secondary school age are in lower- and
lower-middle-income countries, mainly in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa.

contextual characteristics. With limited options for engaging with the formal
education system and a history of often difficult past experiences, many are
unable to bounce back and reconnect. To break through this impasse, a combination of protective and promotive factors is needed to support these individuals in re-engaging in an education program. Relevant education services
can support their resilience through interventions for positive adaptation and
development in the context of severe adversity and disadvantage.
Comprehensive interventions for young people at risk appear to work better
with respect to both positive and negative outcomes when goals include the
promotion of competence and positive achievements in addition to the prevention or treatment of symptoms and negative behaviors (Cicchetti et al.
2000; Cowen 2000; Luthar and Cicchetti 2000; Masten 2001; Masten and
Coatsworth 1998).
To make these interventions work requires a thoughtfully designed mix of
resources. These educational and life resources should not only be available and
accessible, they should also nudge the youth to exercise personal agency to navigate their way to identify relevant services they require and to utilize these to
meet their developmental needs. These resources can offer protective services
to ensure minimum livelihoods and safety; psychological services to promote
feelings of self-esteem and a sense of attachment; and institutional services to
access health care, schooling and opportunities to grow and display their talents
to others (Ungar 2008). Considering the size and nature of the challenge, it is
equally important to carefully consider both the scalability and complexity of the
interventions for creating impact.

OBJECTIVE
This study aims to identify what works, how and why to re-engage and retain
out-of-school and at-risk adolescents and youth in education and explore for
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whom and in what contexts the identified interventions can be effective. As a
working definition for this study, reengagement is a process for out-of-school
and at-risk 12-to-17-year-old adolescents and youth—both early school leavers
and youth not in education, employment or training (NEETs)—to re-enroll, participate in, and complete their education. Reengagement programs can target a
range of outcomes addressing cognitive, psychosocial, protective, and developmental domains.

KEY FINDINGS
Our review of research findings on re-engaging at-risk youth into education shows
the complexity of risks faced by youth at both the individual and contextual levels.
These multidimensional risks contribute to the education disengagement of youth
and adolescents. Reengagement solutions are also multidimensional, including
protective and promotive interventions. Following these general findings, the
study identified interventions that have shown statistically significant impacts and
further examined how, for whom, and in what contexts they work.

Understanding risk, resilience and positive youth development
The stressors young people face are complex and include risk factors related
to the individual and to the context. Individual risk factors can be organized
into five categories: demographic, geographic, cognitive, emotional, and social/
behavioral. Contextual factors comprise of risks related to family and household,
school, community, and macro-level structural factors. Risk-related research
studies consistently show that persistent experiences of adversity have longterm detrimental effects on the cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and physical
functioning of children, adolescents, and youth with long-lasting negative effects
in adult life.
Stressors are cumulative and young people face risks as a series of steps
along a continuum. The process of exposure to risk moves from minimal risk
to remote, imminent, and high risk and then, finally, to participation in the
very actions and behaviors that define the risk categories such as dropping
out, engaging in risky sexual behavior, and criminality. Young people of
school- going age who have left school early without completing their education are highly likely to be facing several adversities and to actively demonstrate imminent to high-risk behaviors (Masten and Powell 2003; McWhirter
et al. 2017).
The risk factors faced by out-of-school young people have three characteristic features: they are complex, cumulative, and interact in a social ecology
(individuals in context). Using a social ecology frame, risks can be understood
to be in an open system, since they emanate from multiple proximal social contexts, such as the individual, family, school, and community, as well as distal factors such as public policies, economic climate, and societal norms. Risks have
cumulative impact: research consistently shows that greater the number of risk
factors a young person experiences, the worse the academic outcomes, including
poorer grades and increased absences. The type of risk appears to be secondary
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to the number of negative factors experienced. The temporally and culturally
dynamic relationship between youth and their environment leads to a complexity of multiple risks, multiple outcomes, and growth processes. The level of risk
on a risk gradient is a function of the assets (as an individual) and resources
(from the environment) available to the young person in his/her context.
The literatures of risk, resilience and positive youth development offer complementary perspectives on the protective and development process of
at-risk youth. All young people are affected by a unique set of risks and protective and promotive factors (individual and contextual), and so need “supports”
for achieving positive outcomes. The promotive factors (individual assets and
environmental resources) have an inverse relationship with the risks, but they
have a direct effect on development outcomes. Increasing the promotive factors
has the same effect as reducing the risks, namely, better outcomes. On the other
hand, protective factors moderate the supports by counteracting the risks. Thus,
there are two pathways—protective and promotive—that mediate the relation
between the supports and the development outcomes. Recognizing this complexity, it should also be noted that protective and promotive factors are not
always mutually exclusive.
These research findings help infer an integrative view of youth development identifying a minimum of two pathways for healthy outcomes.
These two pathways are (1) the protecting pathway, through which risks are
mediated by protection interventions, leading to positive outcomes; (2) the
promoting pathway, through which assets and resources strengthen support
factors, directly leading to healthier outcomes (see figure 1.1 in chapter 1). Both
these pathways are part of a dynamic and interactive system within a social
ecology, hence interventions need to attend to all levels of this ecology: individual, family, school, community, and macro-structural. A resilience approach
does not aim to build individual assets alone (Reyes 2013). Studies also show
that not all risk, protection, and promotion factors are universally relevant,
that is, a factor that may be a risk in one context may act as a protective element in another, and vice versa. For example, education can be used as a conduit to generate further social exclusions or to promote social cohesion (Bush
and Saltarelli 2000).

The complexity of education engagement, disengagement,
and reengagement
Educational engagement refers to a multidimensional, person-context process, including three components: behavioral engagement, affective engagement, and cognitive engagement. These components develop as a function of
daily interactions between a developing young person and his or her experiences in various academic and social settings. Extensive literature and empirical evidence show that the presence of positive social supports in different
settings helps increase academic self-efficacy, which in turn is associated with
better academic and social-emotional outcomes (Center for Promise 2014).
Emerging research suggests that teacher support plays an important and active
role among high-risk youth, along with support from other adults (parents,
family, mentors, et al.).
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BOX ES.1

Potential mechanisms of
reengagement
Recognizing and embracing the complexity of interactions and influences in the process of education
engagement, we present a hypothesis of the mechanism of reengagement (figure 2.3)—that the risks, protection, and promotion factors mediate the pathways
for the social supports, self-efficacy, engagement, and
positive developmental outcomes.

Four types of social support have been identified:
Emotional, informational, appraisal, and instrumental. Emotional support provides comfort, caring,
and trust. Informational support provides useful
advice and insights addressing the specific needs of
the young person. Appraisal support provides constructive feedback on strengths and developmental
areas for informing self-evaluation. Instrumental support provides tangible resources or services. Different
types of social supports can be provided by different
individuals, including parents, teachers, peers, and
other caring adults. Besides the number of supports,
the quality, content, and appropriate matching of the
support matter.

Early school leaving involves numerous causes and consequences and is a
process of disengagement and, eventually, dropping out. This is a long-term
process wherein young people may leave due to both academic and nonacademic reasons. Academic reasons could be related to the lack of a curriculum
that is interesting or relevant to their future, poor academic “fit” with pace,
mode, or language of instruction, or failure to succeed in school, including grade
retention, difficult school transitions, and weak academic skills. Nonacademic
reasons could be vulnerable life events such as forced displacement, extreme
poverty, health issues, pregnancy, parenting, head-of-household responsibilities;
a negative school climate, including segregation and a disruptive or unsafe
school environment; or disciplinary removal from school due to risky behaviors
such as drug use.
Programs to re-engage youth must provide interventions that are both
‘protective’ (of risks) and ‘promotive’ (of assets and resources). An outcome
to re-engage and retain at-risk youth in the education process needs interventions that address behavioral, affective, cognitive, protection, and developmental
needs. To counteract risks, vulnerable youth need protection through the availability, access, and quality of financial, health, and social welfare services.
Evidence shows that financial incentives not only help satisfy basic needs but
can also have positive psychological effects. Integrated support services help
address the complex and diverse needs of at-risk learners such as healthcare,
housing, legal services, and childcare services. Promotive interventions must
address their emotional, cognitive, and behavioral needs, including strengthening self-efficacy, persistence, goal setting, life planning, developing education
skills and attaining relevant qualifications. A combination of protective and promotive interventions, albeit complex, best fit the realities of vulnerable adolescents exposed to multiple risks ( box ES.1).
Reengagement involves reaching out to, connecting with and addressing
specific needs of at-risk out-of-school young people so that they enroll, participate, and complete their education and strengthen their social, emotional, and cognitive abilities. A successful educational reengagement process
would focus on (1) i ncreasing the number and intensity of protective and promotive supports that can mitigate the adverse effect of risk exposure; and (2) provide access to varied and flexible educational pathways to access alternative
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avenues and gain recognized qualifications and skills. In doing so, such a reengagement process would place youth on a positive life trajectory that opens
doors to new opportunities.
Reengagement in education is a cumulative, nonlinear, and complex process
that requires time and a variety of supports. A gradual process, it requires a
range of interventions with multiple pathways and opportunities for engagement.
The range of literature shows complexity in both outcomes and interventions.
Also, it is not just an individual process but occurs in a broader context that requires
the support of the school and community, as well as of education and other social
policies. In designing policies and programs, it is not enough to know only what
works to re-engage out-of-school youth, one must also determine how these identified interventions are to be implemented. Developing a nuanced understanding
of why certain interventions work provides additional insights that validate the
science behind the interventions, sheds light on their generalizability (or, conversely, their context-dependency), and their a pplication to and level of success in
other related fields.
Reengagement is not about providing low-cost and low-prestige remediation
options, which in themselves can become another cause for exclusion. To be
successful, reengagement requires that systemically, more and better educational
entry points exist and support at-risk young people to participate and succeed.
This would lead to long-term aggregated societal benefits in the form of increased
graduation rates, decreased unemployment rates, and expanded availability of and
access to multiple options for education and the workplace.

What works to re-engage at-risk and out-of-school adolescents
and youth in education?
Mentoring and psychosocial support emerge as core interventions that
contribute to positive reengagement outcomes. This is consistently shown by
quantifiable and positive size effects in several studies.
• Mentoring is defined as a relationship between an adult and an unrelated
protégé in which the adult provides ongoing guidance and instruction to
develop the competence and character of the protégé (Rhodes 2002). Three
meta-analytic quantitative studies (DuBois et al. 2002, 2011; Eby et al. 2008)
covering 168 evaluations on youth mentoring programs over the period
1970–2010 show overall average weighted effect sizes of 0.18–0.21 at
95 percent Youth benefited significantly in each of the outcome domains:
emotional, behavioral, social, and academic. Research points to the importance of developing “close” mentor-mentee relationships. Mentoring is
found to be more effective for youth with pre-existing difficulties or significant risk exposure, with the largest effect sizes between mentoring and
mentee’s behavioral and attitudinal changes: helping others, school attitudes, and career attitudes. The mentor’s background in a helping role or
profession was found to be a significant moderator of effect size.
• Psychosocial Support describes any type of support that aims to protect or promote psychosocial well-being and encompasses the domains of cognitive,
affective, and behavioral competencies (INEE 2016). When directed towards
learning, it is called socio-emotional learning (SEL). Three meta-analytic
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quantitative studies (Durlak et al. 2011; Durlak, Weissberg, and Pachan 2010;
Taylor et al. 2017; Wigelsworth et al. 2016) covering 240+ evaluations on
social-emotional learning programs up to 2014 (38 interventions outside the
US) showed overall average weighted effect sizes in the range of 0.17–0.53 at 95
percent confidence interval (CI). The largest effect sizes found across studies
were for social-emotional competence; these effects show strong direct links
with academic achievement regardless of students’ race, socioeconomic background, or school location. The most effective programs utilized evidence-based
skill development activities, which were sequential, active, focused, and explicit
(or SAFE) (Durlak and Dupre 2008; Larson and Verma 1999).

How do these interventions work?
Understanding more nuanced processes of successful intervention can help
us understand the mechanism underlying their success. For mentoring,
there are core stages in the process that leads to better outcomes. Mentoring
involves four stages: befriending, direction-setting, coaching, and sponsoring.
In different stages, the mentors play different roles—informal supporters,
academic advisors, administrators, and caregivers. The process works best
when it is embedded in an education program and is persistent, adaptive, and
intentional about best-fit mentor-mentee matches. Successful interventions
include broad psychosocial support and more targeted social-emotional tools
for learning. Psychosocial support helps re-engaged learners improve interactions with their environment (peers, family, and community). Socialemotional learning (SEL) programs integrate skills training into the
curriculum. An example of such an approach is “SAFE.” Programs with a
focus on mindsets and climate (Yeager 2017) entail three practices of success:
setting high expectations, celebrating success, having a welcoming environment with respectful, authentic relationships with room for shared decision
making.
To address the complex needs of at-risk out-of-school young people, research
suggests a set of “enabling” interventions for reengagement. For vulnerable
youth, enrolling in school may not be a priority even when options are available.
Successful reengagement programs identify and encourage enrolment through
awareness and outreach to build trust, connect with social s ervices, and generate
the demand for educational opportunities. Once identified, at-risk learners
require some level of individualized support and access to other services. This is
best done through a case management approach, starting with an assessment of
risks and educational levels and referrals for access to other integrated support
and financial services and incentives. Mentoring, psychosocial interventions,
and financial interventions lead to greater benefits when accompanied by other
relevant support services that fulfill basic needs (Kuperminc et al. 2005).

For whom and in what contexts do reengagement
interventions work?
Context variation can inhibit or facilitate reengagement interventions
requiring nuanced assessment and contextualization. Person-context characteristics and interactions moderate program impact. Hence, we cannot assume
homogeneity across global populations in terms of the response to specific
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interventions by young people facing seemingly similar risks. Programs and
interventions successfully evaluated (in terms of impact) elsewhere should still
be re-contextualized in a new setting. An international mixed-methods study
(Ungar 2006) in 14 communities across 11 countries in five continents offers a
framework to guide such re-contextualization. Policy makers, program designers, and practitioners should conduct a more nuanced understanding of extant
interventions across the following dimensions: access to material resources,
relationships, identity, power and control, cultural adherence, social justice, and
cohesion. Other regional studies reviewed offer insights into how these contextual dimensions impact the supply- and demand-side constraints faced by the
youth in different contexts. Common across all vulnerable youth is the finding
that at least one stable and supportive relationship, positive connections in various settings, and a contextually relevant mix of interventions are essential for
these youth to cope.
Therefore, evidence suggests that access to and the availability of flexible
and adaptable opportunities for reengagement contribute to the effectiveness of interventions. Permeable and flexible educational pathways and varied
platforms of engagement contribute toward effective service delivery of a
reengagement program aligned to a particular ecosystem. For example, some
at-risk learners cannot attend full-time, center-based programs and face education re-entry barriers. In these contexts, reengagement interventions (such as
mentoring and psychosocial support) need to be adapted for open or distance
education programs, as well as offer personalized guidance and learning
opportunities.
However, for children and youth, non-classroom-based programs may introduce systematic inequities related to teaching and learning quality, adult support, and continuity. Thus, it is important that these provide the same/similar
opportunities for success that conventional education options provide. For
example, besides offering learners varying levels of flexibility in time, place,
path, and pace, it is crucial to have face-to-face interactions with peers and
teachers to strengthen self-efficacy and performance expectations. Blended
learning environments create such opportunities. There is growing evidence
that the outcomes of online and classroom-based instructions are comparable.
Online/distance learning platforms support individualized instruction, besides
being cost-effective and easily scalable.

Synthesizing the complexity of the reengagement process
Multi-component programs with a mix of interventions are likely necessary
to address the multiple and varied needs of young people exposed to multiple
and accumulative risks. This study has identified core interventions of mentoring and psychosocial support as well as enabling interventions of outreach, case
management, integrated support services, and financial incentives along with
blended learning platforms and flexible educational pathways for successful
education reengagement outcomes. A recent meta-analytic study (Mawn et al.
2017) of youth reengagement programs has found significant positive effects
associated with the use of multicomponent interventions (including such components as classroom-based and jobs-based learning and skills) for cognitive,
affective, and behavioral support, along deprivation indicators and high-intensity
contact (see box ES.2).
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The core interventions of mentoring and psychosocial support form the bedrock on which the enabling
interventions (awareness and outreach, case manConsidering and addressing a complex
agement, and referrals to other protective and proset of needs
motive services) can operate. Each enabling
intervention is associated with underlying ‘mechaThe creative and individualized environments of
nisms’ that contribute to re-engaging at-risk youth
educational programs can serve to reconnect and
successfully: befriending, direction setting, coaching
reengage out-of-school youth, providing them with an
and sponsoring. These mechanisms underline the
opportunity to achieve in a different setting using
nature of successful mentor-mentee relationships and
different and innovative learning methods. While
psychosocial programs intended to deliver educathere are many kinds of alternative schools and
tional outcomes. Uncovering these underlying ‘generprograms, they are often characterized by their
alizable’ mechanisms that seem to support at-risk
flexible schedules, smaller student-teacher ratios,
youth can help trace the core stages of the causal prorelevant and career-oriented themes, and modified
cess and identify interventions that can be adapted to
curricula. (Gutherson, Davies, and Daszkiewicz 2011;
different contexts, as needed (see figure 5.1 in
Ruzzi and Kraemer 2006).
chapter 5). This provides a more parsimonious guidance to policy makers and program designers because
it allows us to ask specifically what interventions work
‘here’ and how they can be set up to establish the mechanisms for achieving
desired outcomes.

BOX ES.2

Implications for program design
The evidence on the complex problems and solutions related to out-of-school
and at-risk adolescents and youth makes it clear that relevant and adaptive
programmatic approaches are needed. This starts with strategic collection and
use of data that assess risks and assets for school reengagement across the social
ecology where at-risk youth interact. Multi-component programs, although
complex, can be designed across core and enabling interventions that provide
protective and promotive support and include emotional, behavioral, cognitive,
and developmental services.
Multi-component programs require partnerships and context adaptations.
A wide network of actors is typically involved including outreach specialists,
experienced teachers, mental health professionals, case managers, trained
coaches and counselors, experts in cognitive and psychosocial assessments.
These adults must be well-qualified, empathic, caring individuals and be institutionally linked to, and supported by, a community of partners who take collective
responsibility for disengaged youth, and coordinate action to provide them
a pathway to education. Referral services are crucial to guide at-risk youth to a
variety of needed protective and promotive services that cannot all be provided
by one institution, including schools.
Adaptive monitoring and evaluation approaches are needed to better understand the complex causal process within programs to re-engage out-ofschool and at-risk youth. Program design must be evaluated not only at the end
for results but must also be monitored and adapted based on context and feedback from learners, mentors, schools, and community. Ongoing and periodic
small-scale targeted evaluations to assess progress of program improvements
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efforts or test incremental impact (Bloom 2010; Duflo 2017) of program enhancements based on the implementation experience are useful to inform the design
of program elements. For complex multi-component programs, there is a well-
recognized need for diverse research methodologies to understand what components (or combination of components) make a reengagement program
effective.
Mixed-methods research strategies are needed to explain the causal process
within complex social problems and interventions. A paucity of conclusive
empirical evidence relevant to complex social problems makes it difficult to generate relevant theories of change, guide design, and direct resources for new programs and interventions.1 This may mean that some traditional approaches to
evaluation that under explain the mechanisms of change (“black boxes”) need to
be complemented with mixed-methods approaches (Pawson 2006; Luthar
2003). Finally, additional research is required to build on our current understanding of how reengagement programs work, as well as how they can best be
developed, executed, and improved. These may be relevant to the nature of protracted social problems, such as those explored in this study (Reyes 2019,
forthcoming).

Conclusion
This study identifies what interventions work for reengagement of at-risk
and out-of-school adolescents and youth based on effect sizes and systematic evidence. Two core interventions are found: mentoring and psychosocial support. How these can be made effective for addressing the specific
needs of at-risk and out-of-school youth further points to enabling interventions: awareness building and outreach work, individualized case
m anagement along with integrated support services such as housing,
healthcare, money management, assessments and referrals, and financial
incentives. Vast literature in substantive fields of science (neuro-science,
cognitive theory, behavioral economics, resilience, etc.) provide the underlying logic of why the above core and enabling interventions contribute to
the outcome of interest: school reengagement.
Further, given the different contexts in which at-risk youth live, an education ecosystem that offers flexible and permeable educational pathways
is warranted. For example, for youth that cannot attend a full-time education program, blended learning platforms (combining online and face-toface) encourages them to re-engage and achieve academic and psychosocial
outcomes.
Using our methodological framework, we synthesize the complex findings and organize the evidence across ‘what works, how, and why.’ A broad
theory of change is proposed with the intent that this may guide the local
design processes, including context-based theories of change for education
reengagement programs. We hope this study provides a more parsimonious order of recommendations for policy and programing related to the
complex social problem of re-engaging at-risk and out-of-school adolescents and youth exposed to multiple life risks in an education program by
a nalyzing what works, how, and why, as well as for whom and in which
contexts.
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WHAT THIS STUDY COVERS
In chapter 1, the study identifies and characterizes the risks youth face, explains
their association with developmental outcomes, and develops an integrative
model of risk, resilience, and positive youth development.
Chapter 2 conceptually unpacks the causal relationship between education (dis-)engagement and outcomes and, building on the integrative model
in the previous chapter, develops a hypothesis on the mechanism of education reengagement. The purpose, outcomes, and benefits of reengagement
are discussed.
In chapter 3, a methodological framework is developed to identify the factors
that can influence reengagement outcomes. This framework embraces more
complex explanations of the reengagement process2—for whom, in what context, what interventions, how, and why—and is used to analyze the research findings on reengagement, including program evaluations. For this purpose, the
study reviews research from a mix of methods and disciplines.
In chapter 4, in addition to identifying interventions with statistically significant effect sizes, we offer further insights about how each of these interventions
can shape program outcomes. The study then delves deeper into some of the
science that can explain why these interventions work and clarifies for whom
and in what context the identified interventions can have impact.
In chapter 5, embracing the complex nature of the reengagement phenomena
leads to an analysis of evidence from multi-component programs to develop best
practices. We include an initial attempt to identify some underlying generalizable mechanisms across core and enabling reengagement interventions that can
guide program design.
Chapter 6 provides some initial guidance on how to use a more complex
review of the available literature on re-engaging at-risk adolescents and youth
into education by drawing out the interlinkages between the interventions, the
stakeholders, and the context for the construction of ‘theories of change’ for education reengagement. We end with some practical insights and questions for policy makers, practitioners, and implementing agencies entrusted with program
design and implementation.
Chapter 7 offers a brief conclusion on the overall findings of the study.

NOTES
1. Reyes 2019, Unpublished doctoral thesis in progress.
2. Our framework is informed by the doctoral thesis research from one of the co-authors of
this study (Reyes 2019, unpublished doctoral thesis in progress) and is complemented by a
further review of complexity science, realist evaluation methods and analysis, and calls for
more complex analysis in the development fields, including from Ramalingam et al. (2008),
Duflo (2017), Pawson et al. (2005) and Pawson (2006).
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Introduction

This chapter introduces the definitions of the terms “out-of-school” and “at-risk”;
discusses the types and characteristics of risk factors vulnerable young people
face and their association with developmental outcomes; and presents an integrative model of risk, resilience, and positive youth development.

In a world that is being reshaped by automation and technology, there is an
increasing demand for advanced cognitive skills (such as critical thinking and
problem solving) and social behavioral skills (such as creativity and curiosity)
that are transferable across jobs to compete effectively in the labor market
(World Development Report 2019). Failing to educate and train the next
generation of workers and leaders with essential skills would contribute to the
intergenerational persistence of inequality, lock in income and gender disparities, obstruct social mobility, and undercut the effective utilization of this
demographic capital, with substantial, long-term adverse consequences for the
shared economic and social well-being of all.
With over 200 million young people in the age range of 12–17 years out-ofschool across the world, there is a wave of strong and growing arguments that
countries must pay urgent attention to re-engage out-of-school and at-risk youth
and support them to attain the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and relevant credentials required for a successful life trajectory as well as for delivering aggregate
socioeconomic benefits to society. Recovering these youths and sustaining them in
a path of productivity is undoubtedly a challenge, given the lost time in early developmental years, and will require concerted investment and effort.
Although educational access has become almost universal in most countries,
many school-age children do not receive relevant, quality education services
and are exposed to difficult life situations and adversities, leading to many leaving school early. For older youth, this can be a double disadvantage: neither being
enrolled in school nor being gainfully employed. We need a better understanding
of (1) how to engage and retain adolescents and youth in education (and prevent
dropouts); (2) how to reduce their exposure to risks and support their resilience
in the face of adversity; and (3) how to re-engage those that have already left the
education system.
1
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This study aims to contribute to develop a better understanding of education
modalities for re-engaging and building resilience in at-risk and out-of-school
adolescents and youth1 in the age group of 12–17 years. It offers a review and
analysis of the evidence for re-engaging these vulnerable young people into
education, synthesizing what interventions work, how and why they work as
well as for whom and in what context these can be relevant. Addressing the
multiplicity and wide variety of needs of this target group often requires a systemic approach with complex intervention programs.2 This study can provide
guidance for the design of such programs and inform policy making.
By way of introduction, it is useful to first define the terms out-of-school and
at-risk, followed by a discussion of the types and characteristics of risks, their
association with outcomes and finally, the role of resilience and strength-based
youth development theories in moderating these risks.

DEFINING OUT-OF-SCHOOL AND AT-RISK YOUTH
For this study, out-of-school youth refers to young people who have not
completed their formal education through higher secondary due to multiple
disadvantages linked to characteristics of the school, family, community, and
the individual, as well as macro-level socioeconomic political factors. The outof-school categorization includes students who have never entered school and
those who entered but dropped out. In this study, we specifically focus on the
latter category of youth who are 12–17 years of age and dropped out of school
either before age 12 or between ages 12 and 17 without completing higher
secondary education. They are often referred to as early school leavers3 and not
in education, employment or training (NEETs).4
At-risk denotes a set of presumed cause-effect dynamics that place an individual young person in danger of future negative outcomes. The term designates
a situation that is not necessarily current but can be anticipated in the absence of
intervention. Given the complex ecology of stressors all young people face, being
at risk is less a discrete and unitary diagnostic category than it is a series of
cumulative5 steps along a continuum6 from minimal risk, to remote risk, to imminent and high risk, and finally to participation in the very actions and behaviors
that define the risk categories such as dropping out, risky sexual behavior,
violence, and drug abuse (McWhirter et al. 2012). In this analysis, our focus is
on re-engaging young people who have left education early and actively demonstrate imminent/high risk behaviors.
Next, we examine (1) the constellation of risks factors affecting youth; (2) the
associations between risks and outcomes; and (3) the characteristics of these
risks faced by out-of-school adolescents and youth in different contexts.

UNDERSTANDING TYPES OF RISK FACTORS AFFECTING
OUT-OF-SCHOOL YOUNGSTERS
A vast literature shows that across different contextual settings, young people facing multiple adversities disconnect and drop out of education due to a wide range
and complexity of factors. Several observable predictors of early school leaving have
been identified at the level of the individual and at the level of their family, school,
community, and society (Ahmadzadeh et al. 2014; Caspi et al. 1998; Center for
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Promise 2014, 2015; Cunningham et al. 2008; de Hoyos, Popova, and Rogers 2016;
de Hoyos, Rogers, and Szekely 2016; de Witte et al. 2013; Flisi et al. 2015; Garmezy
1985; Inoue et al. 2015; Logan-Greene et al. 2011; Marks and McMillan 2001; Masten
and Powel 2003; Mauro and Mitra 2015; Reyes and Elias 2011; Rumberger 2001;
Sameroff, Gutman, and Peck 2003; Skinner et al. 2008; UNESCO 2016).
Through an exhaustive exercise of reviewing and synthesizing this evidence on
risk factors that can be associated with young people leaving education early (or
showing staying power in the face of adversity) in different contexts, we identified
two categories of risk: individual risk factors and contextual risk factors.

Individual risk factors
These risk factors can be organized into five categories: demographic, geographic,
cognitive, emotional, and social/behavioral.
Demographic factors

Some of the main demographic predictors of being out-of-school are age, gender,
income group, marital status, and minority group affiliation by race, ethnicity, language, and disability. A UNESCO (2018) study found that upper-secondary schoolage youth are four times as likely to be out-of-school as children of primary school
age and more than twice as likely to be out-of-school as adolescents of
lower-secondary school age. Thus, the likelihood of leaving school increases with
age. Studies also found that the likelihood of a young person to reconnect with
education decreases with age. Some of main reasons are linked to poverty and the
pressure to take up early employment as well as issues related to early marriage,
especially among girls. While there appears to be greater gender parity in out-ofschool rates for the lower secondary and upper secondary school-age populations,
there are significant levels of disparity among regions and countries (box 1.1.).
Globally, a gender breakdown of the NEET category (15–24 years) shows variations
across country groups: in East Asia and the Pacific, in Europe and Central Asia, and
in high-income countries, women are no more likely to be NEET than men. In
South Asia, women account for 82 percent of total NEETs, and in the Middle East
and North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa they carry a two-thirds share of NEETs
(de Hoyos, Popova, and Rogers 2016). Affiliations to minority groups increase the
chances of being out-of-school significantly and can involve a number of reasons
such as stigma, lack of awareness, and lack of or limited provision of care.
Geographic risk factors

Research evidence from different regions consistently highlights that rural
youth are prone to higher levels of risk with respect to negative outcomes such
as early school leaving, early employment, and unemployment, owing mainly to
poverty-related economic pressures. Also, it appears that the individual’s
nationality, country, and region of residence, as well as the country’s income
level7 and exposure to conflict can offer insights into the forms and severity of
risks faced. While youth living in conflict regions are more at risk than those in
non-conflict regions, it is also p
 ossible that strong family ties and optimal parental control can offset their negative effects. Yet, a more direct exposure to conflict
and violence has significant negative effects.
Risks related to cognitive, emotional, and social/behavioral characteristics

Cognitive risk factors can be indicated by, but need not be limited to, education attainment level, academic performance, IQ scores, attention and
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BOX 1.1

Gender-related risks vary across regions
Gender-related risk has a lower intensity for females
in higher-income countries (Australia, the United
States, and other OECD countries) with respect to
school completion but not necessarily with respect to
labor market outcomes. Conversely, in these contexts
males are at a greater risk of leaving school early yet
are also more likely to dominate the labor market.
In low- and lower-middle income contexts like
Sub-Saharan Africa, education outcomes are dismal
for both genders. Females are much more likely than
males to face high levels of risk with respect to both
education completion and workforce participation
(which are found to be linked closely to social norms
and practices related to marriage, pregnancy and the
role of women in society). But boys may have equally
worse outcomes, even though they may remain in
school slightly longer on average (Inoue et al. 2015).
In Latin America, a female in the 15–24 age range living in an urban household from the bottom 40 percent

of the income distribution is twice as likely as similar
males to be out of school and unemployed, with major
risk factors attributed to early marriage and teenage
pregnancy. Males in the region are more likely to fall in
the not in education, employment or training (NEET)
category due to early school dropout into the labor
market. For both males and females, having any minority
group affiliation, by race, ethnicity, language, and disability, is found to be an indicator of higher exposure to
risks and poorer academic and mental health outcomes
(de Hoyos, Popova, and Rogers 2016; de Hoyos, Rogers,
and Székely 2016).
These effects of the risks on outcomes have been
explained as a function of (1) insufficient and low-quality
resources and learning environments; and (2) sociocultural factors (values, attitudes, and behaviors) of the
minority group that influence the individual (Rumberger
2001), leading to internal and external reinforcements
of discrimination and prejudice (Szalacha et al. 2003).

executive functioning skills. Risk factors related to emotional characteristics
can be indicated by self-efficacy (self-perceptions of competence, worth and
confidence, self-esteem); s elf-regulation skills (impulse control, affect and
arousal regulation); outlook on life (hopefulness, belief that life has meaning,
faith); perceived value of returns to education; and relatedness (sense of
belonging, interest, satisfaction). Risk factors related to social and behavioral
characteristics include adaptability, sociability, effort, attention, and persistence (i.e., number of attempts). While the risks related to cognitive, emotional, and behavioral characteristics are widely acknowledged by researchers
as contributing factors to outcomes for all youth, there is a greater consistency
in attribution to demographic and geographical factors in determining the
level of risk.
Contextual risk factors

This set of risk factors relates to family and household, school, community, and
macro-level structural factors.
Household and family-related risk factors

These include predictive variables linked to family membership, family structure, socioeconomic status, parental attitudes and behaviors, and family dysfunction. Disaggregating these, factors linked to family membership include
number and gender of adults in a household and whether children are below age
12, ages 12–18, or over age 18. Those related to family structure especially focus
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on the gender, marital status, education level, and occupational field of the
head-of-household. Socioeconomic status is a widely acknowledged significant
predictor of risk across contexts and can be determined by household income
and household earning capacity (proxied by the number of working adults).
Parental availability (death, illness, divorce), negative parental attitude towards
education, low level of support and involvement with the child as well as family
dysfunction and youth victimization such as abuse, violence, corporal punishment, and discord have all been found to be powerful contributors to emotional
distress, substance use, school disengagement, and delinquent peer ties and violent behaviors (Banyard, Cross, and Modecki 2006; de Witte et al. 2013; Harachi
et al. 2006; Logan-Greene et al. 2011). Thus, low socioeconomic status, large
families, single-parent families, step parenting, risky parental behaviors such as
drug and alcohol use, and parental absence and illness, as well as quality of parent-child relationship can all have significant influence on the risk levels a young
person is exposed to. The nature of parental control (on the continuum of democratic to authoritarian) has also been studied widely and found to influence
children’s risk exposure8. However, these predictors are not fully generalizable
and have to be taken together with other predictive factors and in context.
School-related risk factors

These include school climate, education quality, infrastructure, peer affiliations
and influence, and school policies and practices. Within the schooling experience of adolescents and youth, a negative school climate plays a critical role in
pushing students out. This includes practices such as segregation, discrimination, abuse and corporal punishment, violent and unsafe school environment,
non-supportive student-faculty interface and interactions, bullying, and negation of students’ cultural identity. Poor education quality is widely understood
across the literature as a predictor of students dropping out. Education quality
weaknesses (such as irrelevance of curriculum to the labor market, low expectations, poor instructional and pedagogic quality, barriers due to language of
instruction, teacher absenteeism, and poor learning standards) are linked to
academic failure, grade retention, disconnection and eventually dropping out.
Infrastructure related constraints, such as lack of sufficient and clean toilets,
unavailability of learning material, and non-conducive physical spaces for
learning, physical activities, and sports create additional dropout-related risks.
School policies and practices, including factors such as class size, school size,
program diversity, tracking and learning options, type of school (public/private,
selective/non-selective, free/subsidized), are also found to influence the l earning
experience of young people. Overcrowding, early tracking, inflexible learning
paths, selective and capability-based grouping strategies and transition bottlenecks tend to ‘push’ some young people out of school. Delinquent peer affiliations at school are found to further exacerbate the level of risk for young people
already facing significant adversities.
Community risk factors

These include social and cultural norms, peer affiliations and influence, quality and
availability of schools, and safety. The lack of access to and availability of quality
schools, especially in lower- and upper-secondary levels is potentially one of the
biggest reasons why during the transition phases, significant levels of dropout are
found in low-income and low-middle-income country contexts. Social and cultural
norms, practices, and prejudices of communities and neighborhoods contribute to
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experiences, beliefs and life choices of young people in important formative years.
Thus, community norms that convey reluctance to educate girls and the
differently-abled signal the presence of risks related to defying authority and
expectations. In neighborhoods where violence and crime are high, there are risks
related to safety and security, which can curtail mundane activities like walking
alone to and from school and present the need for adult supervision and accompaniment, which may not be available. Finally, when young people are faced with
adverse situations such as teenage pregnancy, parental unemployment, death or
illness, they need appropriate, accessible and approachable social and health support services. In the absence of a strong network of such services, there is a likely
spillover of adverse consequences on education-related outcomes.
Macro-level structural factors

These include economic and political aspects, law enforcement, social and
cultural norms, and national and regional education policies and practices.
Economic, geopolitical, and sociocultural aspects of a region/country have
significant ramifications for the future prospects of young people. Issues around
corruption, high inflation and interest rates, poor ease of accessing credit, skewed
labor market conditions (pull or push effects), political unrest and instability, conflict, migration, and internal displacement are just some factors. As an instance,
the vulnerabilities of young people amongst refugee populations are exacerbated,
often due to lack of identity documents. Many r efugee students having forcibly
fled their homes do not have the needed certificates to re-enter a new education
system and progress. Many countries require official identification, visa and legal
status requirements, and certification of past schooling to enter the appropriate
grade and obtain access to exams and results. Obtaining documents is found to be
costly and complicated, leading to the systemic exclusion of refugee youth from
education (Ahmadzadeh et al. 2014). Also, an ineffective and poorly enforced
judicial system, especially in areas related to education, labor, drug and alcohol
use, and marriage, has significant and adverse effects on young people’s early
experiences. The structure, policies, and practices of the national and regional
education system have a more direct influence on the educational options available, directly impacting choices and decisions to complete, leave early, or return
later.

THE ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN RISK FACTORS
AND OUTCOMES
Risk-related research studies consistently show that persistent experiences of
adversity9 have long-term detrimental effects on child and adolescent cognitive,
emotional, behavioral, and physical functioning and long-lasting negative effects
in adult life (Duke et al. 2010; Stambaugh et al. 2013). There is evidence of disruption of healthy and positive development of social-emotional skills and psychosocial outcomes (Afifi et al. 2008; Felitti et al. 1998; Mersky, Topitzes, and Reynolds
2013; Turner et al. 2015) as well as lower levels of academic engagement and higher
rates of grade retention and dropping out of high school (Porche, Costello, and
Rosen-Reynoso 2016; Porche et al. 2011). Thus, outcomes such as early school leaving are complex, multidimensional phenomena with numerous causes and consequences. Research evidence consistently suggests that none of the above risk
factors, taken singly, is uniformly predictive of leaving education across all
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contexts, and it cautions against making highly generalizable assumptions about
risk determinants. While no single risk variable is either a necessary or sufficient
determinant of good or bad outcomes, an accumulation of several risk factors (e.g.,
more than five) carries a greater predictive power for severe levels of adversity that
knock young people off positive academic and healthy social trajectories (Center
for Promise 2015; Sameroff, Gutman, and Peck 2003). Research consistently
suggests that the more risk factors a young person experiences, the worse the
academic outcomes, including poorer grades and increased absences (Gutman,
Sameroff, and Eccles 2002; Rutter 1979; Sameroff et al. 1987, 1993; Zaff et al. 2014).
The above evidence on the association between risk-related factors and developmental outcomes also highlights the role and relevance of both environmental
and individual factors. Studies conducted in the United States show that high-
efficacy (more competent) youth in high-risk environmental conditions score
worse than low-efficacy (less competent) youth in low-risk conditions, both when
measured by IQ and when measured by mental health. Research also shows that
environmental risk factors may have a greater influence on outcomes than individual risk factors (Sameroff et al. 1998; Sameroff, Gutman, and Peck 2003).

CHARACTERISTICS OF RISKS FACED BY OUT-OF-SCHOOL
ADOLESCENTS AND YOUTH
Research suggests that young people typically experience a multiplicity of risks
in complex environments comprising multiple social contexts (family, school,
peer group, community) that interact to foster developmental outcomes
(biological, emotional, cognitive, and behavioral) of relevance to culturally
diverse communities (Sameroff, Gutman, and Peck 2003; Ungar 2011). These
risk factors faced by out-of-school young people have three characteristic
features. They are contextual, cumulative, and complex.

Risks are contextual
Using a social ecology frame, risks can be understood to emanate both from more
proximal contexts, such as the assets of the individual and the resources and supports offered by family, school and community, and from more distal factors, such
as public policies, the economic climate, and societal norms (Center for Promise
2015). The characteristics of youth and the environment in which they live and
interact can facilitate or inhibit their developmental outcomes (Ungar 2006). To
truly grasp the holistic meaning of a person’s risk levels and competence levels,
one must examine the pattern of relationships across multiple proximal social
contexts (Yoshikawa and Seidman 2000). When growing up under adversity, the
locus of change does not reside in either the child or in the environment, but in
the processes by which environments provide resources for use by the child
(Ungar 2011). The youngster’s own individual resources are only as good as the
capacity of his or her social and physical ecologies that facilitate their expression
and application to developmental tasks (Beckett et al. 2006; Klebanov and
Brooks-Gunn 2006; Seccombe 2002; Seidman and Pedersen 2003; Tiet et al.
1998; Ungar 2011, p. 6; Ungar and Liebenberg 2005; Wyman 2003).
As an illustration, poverty is found to be a strong predictor of high environmental risk, as it has cascading effects in limiting access to and the quality of
material and financial resources for the young person. Poverty also significantly
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moderates the psychosocial climates afforded by family, peer group, school, and
the community these youths inhabit. But poverty does not always lead all youths
to be subjected to a uniform set of psychosocial risk processes, as there are
multiple examples of young people who progress despite significant adversity.
In some country contexts, such as in Sub-Saharan Africa, girls may be at a significantly greater risk than boys of education exclusion due to practices such as
early marriage and social norms related to the role of women or considerations
of safety and access to toilets. In other contexts, such as in OECD and Latin
American countries, boys may be at a much greater risk of early school leaving
than girls due to higher vulnerability to crime and violence, pressure to work, or
negative response to bullying at school. Therefore, unique constellations of the
salient psychosocial processes that transpire within youths’ context—their families, peers, schools, community and other macro-level factors—place them
differentially at risk for various negative outcomes (or protect them against
these risks, enhancing the possibility of positive developmental outcomes)
(Seidman and Pederson 2003; Ungar 2011; Ungar and Liebenberg 2005).

Risks are cumulative
Risk factors typically co-occur with other risk factors, usually encompassing a
sequence of stressful experiences rather than a single event, and often pile up
in the lives of children over time (Garmezy and Masten 1994; Masten and
Powell 2003; Rutter 1979; Sameroff and Chandler 1975; Sameroff and Seifer
1983). While single variables taken alone, such as income level or marital status, on the family side, and gender, race, efficacy, resourcefulness, mental
health, or achievement, on the personal side, may have statistically significant
effects on youths’ behavior, their effects are small in comparison with the
accumulation of multiple n
 egative influences that characterize high-risk
groups. The kind of risk appears to be secondary to the number of negative
factors. Even when the strengths of individual youths are added to predictive
models, they do not overcome the effects of high environmental risk (Sameroff,
Gutman, and Peck 2003).
Thus, it is neither the individual factors nor singular environmental factors
alone that make a difference, but rather the constellation of risks in each youth’s
life. Multiple risks or vulnerability factors increase the likelihood that an individual or a population will manifest negative developmental outcomes (Seidman
and Pederson 2003). The best predictor of problem behaviors seems to be a
cumulative risk score that reflects the risk status in the full range of the ecological subsystem. Research increasingly focuses on cumulative risk, studied either
by aggregating information about stressful life experiences or by aggregating risk
indicators (Masten and Powell 2003; Sameroff, Gutman, and Peck 2003).
On average, higher the number of risk factors, more are the problems observed
(Masten et al. 1993; Masten and Sesma 1999). High risk often also indicates lower
socioeconomic status, poor parenting practices, as well as many stressful life
experiences. However, even among homeless families, in which all children are
experiencing low SES and the major stressor of homelessness, there is evidence of
risk gradients. Homeless children with few or no risk factors may demonstrate
positive developmental behaviors compared to their high-risk peers in school
and at home. This indicates that the level of risk on a risk gradient is a function of
the assets (as an individual) and resources (from the environment) available to
the young person in his/her context (Masten and Powell 2003).
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Risks are complex
There is an increasing consensus among resilience studies that identifying simple relationships between the risks, protective and promotive processes, and
predictable outcomes is not a realizable goal. The comprehensiveness and the
unity of the child development process requires understanding the complexity
of multiple risks, multiple outcomes, and growth processes to avoid a distorted
view of the importance of any single risk. Moreover, it is essential to view these
risks and the coping mechanisms young people use as contextually, temporally,
and culturally embedded processes. Longitudinal studies of child development
have shown that the classification of individuals as uniquely resilient or vulnerable are not reliable over time (Phelps et al. 2007; Schoon 2006; Werner and
Smith 2001). As a young person grows and moves between different contexts
(such as new schools, communities, and relationships), where the contexts
themselves are dynamic and variable, there are unexpected consequences to risk
exposure, such as those found in post-traumatic growth studies like Solomon
and Laufer (2005). Therefore, both the youth and the environment can change
their characteristics, as well as their explanatory utility, over time.
Individuals who can overcome certain risks in one context or at a certain
point in time may not be able to demonstrate the same capacity for resilience
when faced with risks in another context or at another point in time (Masten and
Powell 2003, p. 4; Ungar 2011, p. 7; Werner and Smith 2001). Researchers recognize the complex nature of risks (and the resilience processes to overcome these
risks) involved in determining the links between context and child. Finally,
studies find that the same risk factors affect multiple outcomes, such as depression, conduct disorder, and substance abuse, and that each outcome has multiple
risk factors (Coie, Miller-Johnson, and Bagwell 2000; Sameroff, Gutman, and
Peck 2003). Such a phenomenon is congruent with the complexity principle of
equifinality (Ungar 2011), which states that in open systems, a given outcome can
be reached from a number of different developmental paths.

OVERLAPS BETWEEN RESEARCH ON RISK, ON RESILIENCE,
AND ON POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT
From the bodies of research reviewed and discussed above on risks, adverse
childhood experiences, toxic stress, structural barriers to development such as
social norms, poverty, violence, and youth resilience to adversity, we can infer a
substantial and distinguishable overlap in the perspectives offered by resilience
and positive youth development (PYD) (vis-à-vis engagement) research (Li,
Lerner, and Lerner 2010; Luthar 2003; Shonkoff et al. 2015; Ungar 2008; Ungar
and Liebenberg 2005). Specifically, the linkages between these literatures help
us to identify the roles played by risk and by protective and promotive factors
and to recognize their interconnectedness within the young person’s social ecology that affect healthy development.

Resilience
The literature defines resilience as patterns of positive adaptation in the context of
significant risk and adversity (Masten and Powell 2003). Rigorous evidence also
confirms that resilience is a culturally and contextually embedded artefact
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influenced by a youth’s environment, and that the repeated interactions between
the individual and the social ecologies will determine the degree of positive
outcome experienced (Luthar 2003; Luthar, Cicchetti, and Becker 2000;
Ungar 2008). Thus, resilience research has extensively focused on the relationship
between the individual and contextual risks and on the processes and mechanisms
of stress resistance, thus emphasizing protection from negative outcomes. It has
examined risk and protective factors as (1) predictors of outcomes such as early
school leaving, unemployment, and delinquency, and (2) moderators of the ecological supports. Empirical research provides evidence on the role of parental, peer,
school, community, and societal supports as predictors of resilience among at-risk
youth (Anghel 2015; Correa-Velez et al. 2017; Dias and Cadime 2017; Oldfield et al.
2018; Tiet, Huizinga, and Byrnes 2009) and recognizes the complexity in this phenomenon (Luthar 2003; Shannon et al. 2007; Ungar 2011).
However, it is being increasingly recognized that resilience processes are protective against risk and promotive of assets and resources within the social ecological framework of family, peer, school, and community environments and broader
macro-level structural factors thus affecting the developmental outcomes of young
people (Ungar 2011). The conceptualization of interventions is increasingly based
on resilience—as cumulative competence promotion and stress protection (Wyman
et al. 2000). The effects of risk factors are counteracted by protective factors,
which act as mediators between the risk and the negative outcomes by positively
moderating the effect on the supports. The promotive factors include assets and
resources. Assets refer to the individual factors, including capacities and strengths
while resources refer to the positive supports provided by the youth’s environment. Thus, resilience is both an individual’s capacity to navigate the way to positive
developmental resources such as psychological, social, cultural and physical resources
that sustain well-being, and a condition of the individual’s family, community and
culture to negotiate for these resources to be provided in culturally meaningful ways
(Ungar 2008). Interventions that counteract risks and offer the necessary assets
and resources relevant to the youth’s context create protective and promotive
pathways to strengthen the supports for optimal development.

Positive youth development
The positive youth development (PYD) research overwhelmingly favors
adopting a strength-based conception of adolescence and youth, as opposed to
a deficit-focused one. The PYD approach attempts to “move beyond” a
problem-oriented focus (on risk and protective factors) and stresses the value
of providing supports for youth engagement, and opportunities for bidirectional, constructive youth-context interactions (Larson 2000; Lerner et al.
2007); Snyder and Flay 2012). Thus, it focuses on strengthening developmental
assets (also called promotive factors) to directly and positively affect developmental outcomes. These assets refer to internal and external strengths within
an individual’s social ecology that are predictive of positive outcomes, including health, mental health, and education (Kia-Keating et al. 2011).
While there are varied operational constructs of PYD10, they share a common
focus on building young people’s positive personal competencies, social skills, and
attitudes (i.e., asset development) through increased positive relationships, social
supports, and opportunities that strengthen assets and help youth flourish within
their environments (i.e., environmental enhancement) (Taylor et al. 2017). A systematic review of 25 PYD program evaluations (US based) indicated that PYD

Introduction

interventions operating in family, school, and community settings are effective in
promoting positive development in a broad range of outcome domains such as
self-control, interpersonal skills, problem solving, relationship skills, commitment
to schooling and academic achievement (Catalano et al. 2002a, 2002b, 2004).
However, it was also found that some interventions decreased substance use, and
other problem and risky behaviors. PYD interventions, therefore, can both foster
positive outcomes and protect against negative ones.

THE INTEGRATIVE VIEW OF RISK, RESILIENCE AND
POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT
Both the social ecology perspective of resilience and PYD research identify risk
factors to be cumulative, complex and contextual. Further, both fields recognize
that development involves the reciprocal interactions between the young person
and specific life events, family, school and community factors, macro-level
societal conditions and cultural beliefs (Bronfenbrenner 1979; Bronfenbrenner
and Morris 2006). These act as developmental factors offering different levels of
risks, protection and promotion to the youth to deliver positive outcomes.
Interestingly, other researchers (Kia-Keating et al. 2011) corroborate inferences
drawn from complementary perspectives offered by these fields, suggesting an
integrative view (figure 1.1) that identifies a minimum of two pathways for
healthy developmental outcomes. These are (1) the protecting pathway, through
which risks are mediated by protective interventions leading to positive outcomes, and (2) the promoting pathway, through which assets and resources
strengthen support factors directly leading to healthier outcomes.
Both these pathways are part of a dynamic, interactive system of social ecology.
Hence, interventions need to attend to all levels of this ecology (individual, family,
school, community, and macro-structural) and not aim to build individual assets
alone. Studies also show that not all risk, protection, and promotion factors are
FIGURE 1.1

Integrative view of risk, resilience, and positive youth development
Risk factors
Individual
Contextual

Protective factors
counteract risks
Protecting
pathway

Developmental factors
Individual
Family
School
Community
Macrolevel

Supports

Promoting
pathway
Promotive factors
Assets (individual)
Resources (contextual)
Source: World Bank analysis.

Promotive factors
strengthen assets and
resources

Healthy youth
developmental
outcomes
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universally relevant, that is, a factor that may be a risk in one context may act as a
protective element in another. For example, restrictive and authoritative parental
control may be more suited for youngsters growing up in dangerous and highly
violent environments, whereas the same may have negative effects on those growing up in less violent neighborhoods. For s uccessful youth outcomes, optimal programs need to take an integrative s ystem-level view, r ecognizing the multiple
levels of interactions and influences as well as the interconnectedness within these
systems (Kia-Keating et al. 2011, p. 223; Sameroff, Gutman, and Peck 2003, p. 387).
This integrative view will contribute to furthering our understanding of education
engagement and to determining contextually relevant reengagement interventions for at-risk youth in education.

NOTES
1. In this study, the words youth, youngsters, youth and adolescents, and young people are used
interchangeably.
2. There are seven key characteristics of a complex social intervention: It is based on a theory/
theories; involves the actions of people; is a chain of steps/processes; has processes that are
typically non-linear; is embedded in social systems; is prone to modification and adaptation
during implementation; and is an open and leaky system that needs to readjust as stakeholders learn and understand it better (Pawson et al. 2004).
3. A European Commission JRC Technical Report (2015) refers to Early School Leavers (ESL)
as Early Leavers from Education and Training (ELET), that is, young people 18–24 years age
who may have partially completed levels from pre-primary, primary, lower s econdary, or
upper secondary education of less than 2 years (i.e., Levels 0, 1, 2 or 3c in the United Nations’
International Standard Classification of Education [ISCED 1997]). However, in this study,
ESL is treated as a category of young people who have not completed their education up to
upper secondary and have left early. Since in many parts of the world, youth as young as
12 years or even lower leave education, ESL is considered an appropriate term for this group.
4. NEET refers to young people 15–24 years who are not in education, employment or training. Strong positive correlation is found between NEET 15–24 and NEET 18–24 age ranges
(Flisi et al. 2015). Here, we refer to the NEET subgroup in the age range 15–17 years, which
is strongly correlated with the characteristics of the overall NEET category.
5. For a detailed analysis of cumulative risk, see Masten and Powell (2003).
6. While minimal risk refers to young people with favorable demographics, positive family,
school and social interactions and limited psychosocial and environmental stressors, those
facing remote risks may have negative demographic markers (such as lower socioeconomic
status, poor access to quality education and opportunity, minority membership, subject to
regressive social norms) and be exposed to fewer positive social interactions. Imminent
and high risks not only involve the above stressors but are exacerbated by the individual’s
internalization of problems affecting their sense of self-worth, self-efficacy, and attitudes
and beliefs, opening the gateway to even riskier behaviors. In the final stage, the person
actively engages in activities that define the risk category (McWhirter et al. 2012).
7. Country classification of income levels defined by the World Bank as low-income country
(LIC), lower-middle-income country (LMIC), middle-income country (MIC), higher-
middle-income country (HMIC).
8. For example, in an unsafe neighborhood or a conflict zone, more authoritarian parenting
for 12-15-year-olds is more protective than stifling whereas the same form of parenting in a
safe neighborhood setting may be detrimental to the youth.
9. Such as poverty, homelessness, early labor force entry, family discord, immigration or
forced migration, violence, drug and alcohol abuse, early marriage, early pregnancy, war
and political turmoil, mental health problems, academic failure, grade retention, age-
inappropriate credentials (overage), chronic absenteeism, and perpetration as well as
victimization through violent and delinquent behavior.
10. Such as the five Cs model: competence, confidence, connection, character and caring
(Lerner 2009; Lerner et al. 2005; Lerner, Lerner, and Benson 2011) or the external and
internal developmental assets model (Benson et al. 1998).
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Educational Disengagement
and the Benefits of
Reengagement

This chapter defines and discusses educational engagement, the problem of
d isengagement, and the characteristics, outcomes, and benefits of
reengagement. It sets the stage for the review of the literature on education
reengagement of out-of-school and at-risk youth, including NEETs.

WHAT IS EDUCATIONAL ENGAGEMENT AND WHY IS IT
IMPORTANT?
Educational engagement (or academic engagement) refers to a relational,
person-context construct. It is thought to develop as a function of daily interactions between a developing young person and his or her experiences in various
academic and social activities and with different individuals (Li 2011).
A student’s level of engagement is demonstrated by the interest, psychological
investment, and active effort he or she directs toward learning and educational
attainment. It is a multidimensional construct, including three components:
behavioral engagement, affective engagement, and cognitive engagement
(Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris 2004). Each of these components is affected
by a student’s internal resources and contextual factors.
Behavioral engagement refers to active participation and an absence of disruption by the student in his/her learning activities with the intent to gain skills
and competencies. Emotional engagement refers to a sense of belonging to and a
building of trust toward an educational entity—the school, its adult members,
schoolmates, and related activities. Cognitive engagement refers to the student’s
intent, commitment, and investment in learning by setting academic goals and
navigating and negotiating the path leading to these goals by identifying resources
as well as persisting and overcoming potential barriers (Center for Promise
2014b, 2015).
It is important to distinguish between educational engagement and school
engagement. While these are related, school engagement, as demonstrated by
attendance and completion of assignments, does not necessarily indicate educational engagement. That is, it does not signify that a student is engaged at all
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three levels—behavioral, emotional, and cognitive—for learning and educational
attainment. The absence of readily observable behavioral indicators of disengagement is not the same as active engagement (Li 2011). Further, research also
suggests that internal forms of engagement (emotional and cognitive) may be
precursors to external forms (behavioral) (Li and Lerner 2013; Pietarinen, Soini
and Pyhältö 2014; Skinner et al. 2008).
In sum, extensive literature and empirical evidence have shown that educational engagement is strongly and positively associated with higher academic
achievement and higher likelihood of healthy social and emotional outcomes for
young people (Fredericks, Blumenfeld and Paris 2004; Hébert and Reis 1999;
Rumberger 2011). The next section discusses the role of contextual and individual factors that influence these outcomes.

The mediating role of social supports
Substantive research literature shows that contextual factors influence a student’s internal assets such as persistence, self-control, and self-efficacy (for
review, see Center for Promise 2014). Research further shows that the presence of positive “social supports” from adults and peers in the family and from
school and community help increase academic self-efficacy, which refers to
perceived competence in oneself to execute actions and attain academic goals.
Students with more and better social supports are more likely to develop positive academic attitudes and beliefs and greater confidence in their academic
competencies. Such supports also make them more aware of the importance of
education and may promote aspirations for academic pursuits. Conversely,
empirical studies have found that disengagement from school has significant
and adverse implications for concurrent psychological and behavioral well-
being and for long-term development (Hancock and Zubrick 2015; Johnson,
Crosnoe, and Elder 2001).
Four types of social support have been identified: emotional support provides
comfort, caring and trust; informational support provides useful advice and
insights addressing the specific needs of the young person; appraisal support
provides constructive feedback on strengths and developmental areas for
informing self-evaluation; and instrumental support provides tangible resources
or services, such as accompanying a student for a college visit, making introductions for pursuing academic or nonacademic interests, or providing financial
support. Different types of social supports can be provided by different individuals including parents, teachers, peers and other caring adults in the school and
community.
Besides the number of supports, the quality, content and appropriate
“matching” of the support matter (for review, see Center for Promise 2014b,
2015; Li 2011; Li and Lerner 2013; Li, Lerner and Lerner 2010). Thus, there is a
direct relationship between academic self-efficacy and supports. Increased self-
efficacy, in turn, predicts academic engagement and is found to be associated
with better academic and social emotional outcomes (Ryan and Deci 2000;
Wang and Eccles 2013) (see figure 2.1). These associations are also in cognizance
with motivational frameworks of engagement (Skinner et al. 2008; Wang and
Eccles 2013).
While empirical evidence on the association between social supports, self-
efficacy, and educational engagement has been studied widely in traditional
education settings, there is relatively limited evidence available for re-engaged
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FIGURE 2.1

Relationship between social supports, academic self-efficacy, educational
engagement, and academic and social-emotional outcomes
Educational engagement
Emotional
engagement
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Behavioral
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Socialemotional
skills

Cognitive
engagement

Protection
Academic
performance

Source: World Bank analysis.
Note: Presence of positive social supports helps increase academic self-efficacy, and increased academic self-efficacy is
associated with better academic and social emotional outcomes.

youth facing severe levels of adversity. One recent study by Pan, Zaff and Donlan
(2017) has investigated the associations among teacher and parent supports, student academic self-efficacy and education engagement for a sample of 938
reconnected youth1 in the United States who returned to academics after dropping out, using the multidimensional construct of education engagement. It also
examined how youths’ adverse life experiences moderated their pathways and
outcomes. The main finding was that students’ academic self-efficacy mediated
parent and teacher support as well as youth academic engagement. Parent and
teacher support significantly predicted academic self-efficacy, which in turn significantly predicted emotional and cognitive engagement2 (see figure 2.2).
Relative to parent support, teacher support had a stronger effect on academic
self-efficacy and emotional and cognitive engagement. Another key finding was
that parental support positively predicted academic self-efficacy and engagement for students with lower risk levels, but associations were not significant for
those with high levels of risks (>5) (Pan, Zaff, and Donlan 2017). Thus, teacher
support appears to play an important and active role among high-risk youth,
though the role of parental support must be contextually examined and cannot
be undermined.
FIGURE 2.2

Link between social supports, self-efficacy, and educational
engagement moderated by risk factors
Risk factors
Individual
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Emotional
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Source: World Bank compilation based on Pan, Zaff, and Donlan 2017, Center for Promise 2014.
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Hypothesizing the mechanism of reengagement
From the above (including the analysis in chapter 1), we can recognize the complexity of interactions and influences in the process of education engagement. In summary,
the following four points emerge. (1) An integrated view of risk, resilience and
positive youth development can help determine contextually relevant
reengagement interventions for at-risk youths in education (see figure 1.1 in
chapter 1). (2) Educational engagement predicts academic achievement and
healthy social emotional outcomes. (3) Social supports predict academic self-
efficacy, which in turn moderates educational engagement. (4) Risks have an
inverse moderating effect on supports and hence on self-efficacy, education engagement, and outcomes. Taken together, we can hypothesize that the mechanisms of
risks, protection and promotion mediate the pathways for support, self-efficacy,
engagement and positive developmental outcomes (as represented in figure 2.3).
Increasing promotive factors has the same effect as reducing risks, because
they are on the same dimension for most youth most of the time; and increasing
protective factors has a counteractive effect on risks. Thus, the mechanisms of
reengagement should be both protective against risks and promotive of assets
and resources. Undeniably, there is a need to build an evidence-backed understanding of what the predictors and mediators of educational reengagement are
and their relevance in different contexts.

The problem of education dis-engagement
Learners who experience insufficient academic and social supports, low expectations of adults, seemingly limited life choices, adverse life events, work and
family demands, and high exposure to risky behaviors like alcohol and drug use
tend to disconnect and disengage from education (Center for Promise 2014b,
2015; Masten and Powell 2003), that is when the number and intensity of the risk
factors overwhelms the number and intensity of the available protective and
promotive supports.
FIGURE 2.3

Hypothesis of the reengagement mechanism
Risk factors
Individual
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Protecting pathway
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Developmental
factors
Individual
Family
School
Community
Macro-level

Social supports
Emotional
Informational
Appraisal
Instrumental

Academic
self-efficacy

Educational
engagement
Comprised of
emotional,
cognitive, and
behavioral
engagement

Academic
achievement
+
Healthy
social-emotional
outcomes

Promoting pathway
as moderator
Promotive factors
Assets (individual)
Resources (contextual)

Promotive factors
strengthen assets and
resources

Source: World Bank analysis.
Note: Presence of positive social supports helps increase academic self-efficacy, and increased academic self-efficacy is associated with better academic
and social-emotional outcomes.
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Disengagement is a consequence of the dynamic and complex relationship
between individual characteristics and contextual characteristics such that the
adversities are inextricably bound up and disentangling their effects would be a
tremendous challenge (Rumberger 2004) and likely to be too noisy (De Witte
et al. 2013; Smeyers and Depaepe 2006). Out-of-school youth in vulnerable life
situations (such as extreme poverty, working and head-of-households, displacement, etc.) face compounded life risks and are relatively more exposed to this
complex problem:
disengaging from school… [is] a result of the dynamic relationship among individual characteristics (e.g., race, gender, income) and risk factors (e.g., failing
courses, low attendance, behavior problems, or being overage for a particular
grade) and contextual characteristics (e.g., school climate; the interest teachers
take in students; relationships with adults in the community; the poverty level of
the community surrounding the school) (Center for Promise 2014b, p. 11).

There are academic and nonacademic reasons due to which young people
disengage from education. For learners facing difficult life situations such as
health issues, parenting, family demands and pressure to earn, engaging in traditional schools is more challenging. For displaced populations, services for
accreditation, curriculum and language of instruction are additional obstacles to
surpass in an education program which must be made adaptable to the realities
of students from communities such as internally displaced, migrant laborers,
and refugees (Ahmadzadeh et al. 2014).
Aside from the disruptive role of displacement and conflict on young people’s
lives, strictly school-related factors such as a negative school climate can play a
significant role in pushing students out of the education system. When youngsters face a school environment that is disruptive, unsafe, has a deep-rooted culture of segregation or lacks an inclusive culture in lower and upper secondary
schools, they are highly likely to exit early. Young people also leave school early
due to academic reasons such as curriculum and pedagogic methods that seem
BOX 2.1

The case of Turkey: Reengaging out-of-school at-risk youth
This study was originally conducted for the design of
a project in Turkey, “Re-Engaging At-Risk and Outof-School Youth.” The project aims to provide
intensive, education reengagement support for early
school leavers through the Open Education Program
of the Ministry of National Education (MoNE). In
Turkey, despite ample school-based and open
education offers, many vulnerable youths discontinue
their education and could benefit from complementary
services to reengage them in a relevant education
program.
In 2016, Turkey had more than 350,000 out-ofschool youth, or 7.1 percent youth in the 14–18 age
group. Reducing the rates of early school leavers
(including “reparticipation” or reengagement of those
that have dropped out) is a national goal as stated in
the Turkey’s 10 th Development Plan 2014–18, the

Education Sector Plan and the National Lifelong Long
Learning Strategy 2014–18. Regionally, in Europe,
reducing the stock of early school leavers is one of its
key development indicators (Education and Training
in Europe, ET 2020).
The 2012 UNICEF study on Out-of-school children
in Turkey identified various barriers and bottlenecks
that lead to exclusion from education. It cites
sociocultural and psychosocial factors, community-
based social capital, and health and economic b
 arriers.
It further highlights that these barriers are exacerbated by gender and disability related values (UNICEF
2012). In eastern Turkey, for example, the main
problem faced by refugee children is the lack of
Turkish language ability, absence of tailored education,
and at times tense relations with host communities
(Şeker and Sirkeci 2015).
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irrelevant and non-interesting, poor fit with the pace, mode and language of
instruction, failure to succeed in school due to weak academic skills, poor school
transitions and grade retention.
Evidence shows that disconnection from school is a long-term process, not a
sudden event (Center for Promise 2014a). Through time, when students’ disempowering attitudes and negative behaviors get reinforced by negative environmental factors both inside and outside school, it lowers their emotional and cognitive
engagement. This may be exhibited by poorer behavior engagement such as
absenteeism, disruption, passive aggression, low academic performance. Thus,
“dropping out” of school is just the final stage in a dynamic and cumulative process
of disengagement (Finn 1989; Newmann 1992; Rumberger 1987; Rumberger and
Lim 2008, pp. 2–4; Wehlage et al. 1989). Actively re-engaging out-of-school learners is crucial to both help them re-enter education and retain them.

WHAT IS REENGAGEMENT AND WHY IS IT NEEDED?
In this analysis, the term “reengagement” refers to the process of creating and
advancing the “mechanisms” for reaching out to, connecting with and addressing the needs of at-risk individuals in the target age group of 12–17 years so that
they re-enroll, participate and complete their education, and strengthen their
social, emotional and cognitive abilities.3 These mechanisms need to provide
these young people (1) protective and promotive supports that can mitigate the
adverse effect of the risk exposure and; (2) varied and flexible educational pathways to access alternative avenues, gain recognized qualifications and skills
placing them on a positive life trajectory that opens doors to new opportunities.

Characteristics of reengagement
Reengagement (sometimes also called “dropout recovery”) is a complex, non-
linear and gradual process, much like disempowerment and dis-engagement, and
hence requires time and multiple and varying supports and pathways through the
involvement of a range of stakeholders at all levels—leaders of schools/education
programs, community partners, policymakers and private enterprises—for delivering successful outcomes (figure 2.4). Wyman et al. (2000) argue for a conceptualization of interventions based on resilience as cumulative competence promotion
and stress protection. While some aspects of the reengagement process may be
standardized, several customizations are required every step of the way to meet
the specific needs of the at-risk, out-of-school adolescent or youth. For severely
disadvantaged individuals, this can be an even longer and arduous process. Even
as a starting point, some programs propose a minimum of 8–10 months for youth
to acclimate to an educational setting (Zaff et al. 2014).

FIGURE 2.4

Characteristics of education reengagement
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Source: World Bank analysis.
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Reengagement: Outcomes and impact
A successful educational reengagement process would focus on increasing the
number and intensity of protective and promotive factors affecting out-of-school
and at-risk young people and provide them flexible pathways to re-enter and
continue. Successful gains made in these areas can lead to a range of near-term
outcomes—the acquisition of the necessary skills, mindsets and behaviors that
will set them on a path of recovery. In the intermediate- to long-term, individual
outcomes would include relevant credential acquisition such as acquiring a formal diploma, degree or certification or an equivalent educational qualification,
an industry-specific training, an internship and an apprenticeship, as well as
strengthening the social and emotional skills. Thus, reengagement outcomes
(figure 2.5) would include (1) development of social and emotional skills of the
young person, (2) fulfillment of basic needs, (3) participation in education (enrolment, persistent engagement and completion) and, (4) academic performance in
term of grades and attainment levels. The overall expected impact is that these
youngsters would be able to secure employment, earn a stable source of income
with improved education, health and welfare outcomes.

What reengagement is not
Reengagement is not about providing low-cost and low-prestige remediation
options which in themselves can become another cause for exclusion. To be successful, reengagement requires that systemically, more and better educational
entry points and pathways exist and support at-risk young people to participate
and succeed. This would lead to long-term aggregated societal benefits in the form
of increased graduation rates, decreased unemployment rates and expanded availability of and access to multiple options to education and workplace (Kim and
Taylor 2008, p. 207; Mills, Renshaw, and Zipin 2013; Sumbera 2017, pp. 49,119).

EVIDENCE OF SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC BENEFITS OF
INVESTING IN EDUCATIONAL REENGAGEMENT
Review of the literature on young people not in employment, education or training (NEET) shows that changing the developmental trajectory of disconnected
youth has a significant benefit for the youth and society at large. The social benefits include: (1) welfare outcomes and reduction in reliance on public assistance;
(2) health-related outcomes including general health, healthy behaviors and
psychological health indicators; (3) significant improvement in educational
attainment levels; and (4) reduced costly behaviors such as crime and higher
civic participation. The economic benefits reported include: (1) added tax
FIGURE 2.5

Education reengagement outcomes
Needs

Outcomes

Promotive
• Emotional
• Behavioral
• Cognitive

Socioemotional skills: Positive change in social and emotional indicators
Education participation: Awareness, reenrolment, persistent engagement, and completion
Academic performance: Academic outcomes and attainment level

Protective

Protection: Availability, access, and quality of financial, health and social welfare services

Source: World Bank analysis.
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revenues; (2) decreased expenditure for public services; (3) increased employment and hence, overall long-term productivity gains.
Mawn and collaborators (2017) showed a statistically significant increase in
youth employment and hence a stable source of personal income for individuals,
as well as positive effects on earnings and expected earnings through nine experimental and nine quasi-experimental trials of multiple reengagement interventions for youth. Cohen and Piquero (2009) found that providing a productive and
healthy life trajectory to an 18-year-old youth at-risk of criminal and violent
activities can save society anywhere between $2.6 million and $5.3 million (based
on US data). Levin et al. (2007) estimated that the average social benefits or cost
reductions per student attributable to graduating versus non-graduating from
high school in the US is $209,200. It also showed that every $1 invested in prevention would yield between $1.5 and $3 in social benefits.
Catterall (2011) showed comparable gains in his study “Societal Benefits and
Costs of Dropout Recovery.” This research focused on re-enrolling and
re-engaging 15–17-year old youth in 9 public charter schools in the US. A one-
dollar expense in the charter school recovery program generated three dollars’
worth of social benefits. In another case, the Australian Department of Education,
Employment and Work Relations (DEEWR) conducted a social ROI analysis of
five organizations that were part of a School-Business-Community Partnership
Brokers program for re-engaging out-of-school disadvantaged youth. The
analysis demonstrated that the program created a “positive return on the
DEEWR cash investment where every $1 invested led up to $3.7 worth of social
value” (te Riele 2014).
It is also important to note here that the social and economic costs of not
investing in at-risk young people has been researched and documented for some
regions such as Latin America and the Caribbean (Cunningham et al. 2008) and
Australia (te Riele 2014). However, more rigorous analysis is required, especially
in low-income country (LIC) and low-middle-income country (LMIC) contexts,
to be able to quantify the benefits and the relative cost savings of investments
made on at-risk and out-of-school young people, to be able to make a solid argument of the expected gains from such efforts.

NOTES
1. In the sample, the mean age was 16.5 years; the sample was 52.33 percent female; SD
was 1.78.
2. Emerging evidence shows that emotional and cognitive engagement may be precursors to
external forms of behavioral engagement.
3. From the definition of reengagement (also called dropout recovery) defined in Rennie
Center for Education Research & Policy 2012.
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Methodology

This chapter develops a methodological framework to identify the factors,
interventions and processes that can influence educational outcomes for v
 ulnerable
young people by embracing complex explanations of the p
 henomena of interest:
educational reengagement of at-risk out-of-school adolescents and youth.

This study synthesizes some of the available evidence on educational engagement and reengagement for at-risk and out-of-school adolescents and youth living in difficult life situations. It includes a collection of evidence on interventions
a ssociated with the education reengagement of this target group.

The articles reviewed include quantitative and qualitative methods—while some
measure the effect sizes of interventions on the outcome of interest, others
describe the details of program design and implementation leading to desired
outcomes. The study covers three types of analysis1:
(1)	To identify ‘what’ interventions work using outcome-based analysis using
effect sizes (through Randomized Control Trials, Quasi-Experimental
Studies, and Impact Evaluations);
(2)	To identify ‘how’ to provide relevant services by uncovering the enabling
interventions, along with breakdown and sequencing of key activities for
engagement of at-risk youth;
(3)	To explain ‘why’ single apostrophe interventions work and ‘in which contexts’
using broader research across relevant fields of study (psychology, neuro-
science, economics) and theoretical foundations (realist, critical realist, and
behavioral and social science research).
Finally, when contradicting evidence was found, we tried to reconcile
 pposite findings by understanding the complexity of the problem and the
o
effect of context and multiple interventions to address similar problems.2

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK
This review embraces complex explanations of the phenomena of interest:
educational reengagement of at-risk adolescents and youth. It does so by
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consulting inter-disciplinary and mixed-methods research and identifying associative links between interventions, mechanisms of change, and outcomes.
An emerging theory of change is identified. Theories of change are the basis for
program design and evaluations, to be tested for their validity and adapted to
different contexts. For each program intervention, we first assess its impact
(through effect sizes), then identify literature that explains further how the
intervention is implemented and review a few fields of study that explain why
impact is expected to happen. Evidence on what works, how, and why helps us
better infer the causal linkages between interventions and outcome (i.e., to help
begin to open the “black box”). We acknowledge that as a first attempt to embrace
analysis of more complex evidence, there would still be some methodological
and content gaps. However, we believe it is a step in the right direction given the
increasing calls for a more relevant analysis of complex social programs in development fields (Reyes 2019; unpublished doctoral thesis in progress).
Our methodological framework is presented in figure 3.1. It guides the following components of this study on education reengagement of at-risk youth:
1.	
Embrace complex explanations of phenomena: Acknowledging and
embracing the interconnectedness of the elements of a phenomenon (asking
what works, how, for whom and in what context).
2.	
Use a multi-disciplinary, mixed-methods approach: This allows a more
comprehensive understanding especially in multi-component programs.
3. Build causal, correlational and associative links: Understanding the mechanisms through which change can happen along with the impact of context3
and the processes that support behavior change.
4.	
Identify the theory of change: This can be developed by noting the causal
links across interventions and mechanisms of change.
FIGURE 3.1

Methodological framework for design and implementation of complex developmental challenges
1

Embrace complex explanations
of phenomena

What
interventions
work
How they
work
Why
For whom
In what
contexts
2

Quantitative
evaluations
Qualitative
evaluations
Multidisciplinary
research

Use a multidisciplinary,
mixed method, approach

3

Build causal, correlational, and associative links to identify the
mechanisms and processes of change

What
interventions
work

How
they
work

Why
they
work

For
whom

In what
contexts

What does
the
empirical
evidence
suggest?

What are
the main
drivers,
underlying
mechanisms,
and
features?

Are there
scientific
bodies of
knowledge
underpinning
the
interventions?

What are the
characteristics of the
beneficiary?

What
contextual
factors
moderate
the
outcomes?

4 Identify the theory of change
Use the above apparatus to determine the theory of change and
design the program identifying a possible range of actions

Program design
and
Implementation
Source: World Bank analysis.
Note: This study covers step 1 through 4.

5 Test and adapt the theory of change
Refine the possible range of actions
(i.e. design choices at a deeper level of
granularity) through iterative, evidencebased experimentation:
(1) Hypothesize which design elements
can be most useful, impactful, and
relevant for delivering the intended
outcomes?
(2) Determine how these elements can
be tweaked in the program design
for effectively scaling up during
implementation to create significant
impact?
6

Conduct program-level impact
evaluation and qualitative analysis

Determine whether the program
interventions worked and to what extent

Methodology

5.	
Test and adapt the theory of change in the real-world context4: This will
be informed and iterated based on locally experienced needs and
constraints.
6.	
Conduct program-level impact evaluations and qualitative analysis: This
will generate the evidence to develop a better understanding of whether the
program worked and to what extent.

SEARCH STRATEGY
A purposeful, mixed-method,5 multi-disciplinary review process was used to
cast a wide net for identifying related and relevant outcomes of reengagement
programs for at-risk adolescents and youth in the age group of 12–17 years. This
evidence base included meta-analysis and systematic reviews, randomized control trials, quasi-experimental studies, realist evaluations, case studies, program
evaluations, process evaluations and theoretical studies.

Sources of information
To identify relevant literature in peer-reviewed academic journals, the team conducted systematic searches of electronic databases (including EBESCO, JSTOR,
ProQuest, Eric, Wiley, Sage and Google Scholar) using a set of relevant key words
and search terms. This was supplemented with web searches and forward and
backward citation tracking to identify reports by practitioners, research institutions, program websites and reports by international organizations. The search
was conducted during the period October 2017 to June 2018. The empirical evidence that focuses on what works is based on publications during the period
2000–18. The evidence on ‘how interventions work and why’ is based on a
broader publication period until 2018.
Some of the key search words used were “engagement,” “youth at-risk,”
“vulnerable adolescents,” “realist evaluation,” “impact evaluation,” “open education,” “meta-analysis,” “outreach,” “mentoring,” “social emotional learning,”
“community-based,” “scholarships,” “conditional cash transfers,” “psychosocial
skills,” “distance education,” “blended learning,” “dropping out predictors,”
“reengagement predictors,” “youth outcomes moderators.” The studies, books
and reports reviewed are presented in the references at the end of each chapter
with additional readings in Annex C.

Selection criteria
This study included three categories of relevant literature:
• Category 1 focused on answering What Works and included meta-analyses
and program evaluations that are randomized controlled experiments with
an experimental design and quasi-experimental designs.
• Category 2 focused on answering How Programs Work and included
meta-analysis using realist and critical realist evaluation methods, surveys
of program participants, program descriptions, case studies, white papers,
theoretical studies, reports on policy and design practices.
• Category 3 focused on Why Programs Work and included multiple disciplines
that informed intervention designs.
It is important to note that these categories do not relate to the quality or
strength of the studies but contribute to the methodology for informing the
analysis.
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Quantitative studies were selected based on following criteria:
• Included an explicit definition of its expected outcomes
• Included outcomes expressed in a measurable way
• Included collected evidence on credible information on participants’
outcomes
• Excluded evaluations focused on age groups solely 11 years and below or
25 years and above
• Excluded evaluations focused on prevention-based interventions alone
Qualitative studies were selected based on below criteria:
• Included evidence focused on the target group and the problem definition
• Included evidence that demonstrated credibility based on website linkages,
presence of beneficiary narratives, number of citations and references
• Included globally relevant evidence.
• Excluded evidence that focused on prevention-based interventions alone.

LIMITATIONS
Various evaluation methods including randomized control trials (RCTs),
quasi-experimental studies, case studies and mixed methods analysis, with
varying levels of rigor have been used to assess the impact of a reengagement
program on its targeted audience. Systematic study of reengagement as a complex phenomenon is recent and hence, requires further study. Thus, some the
main limitations of this study are identified as below:
Limited empirical evidence

Empirical evidence on reengagement programs is thin. There are limited number of systematic evaluations to understand what components (or combination
of components) make a reengagement program effective. More rigorous research
is needed to identify what practitioners in schools, youth centers, post-secondary
institutions, and community-based organizations are doing to effectively re-
engage this population to support them through graduation and guide their
transition to work and/or further education.
Noise in complex, multi-component systems

Noisy variables in complex, multi-component systems make causality attributions difficult. While this study has tried to unravel the underlying elements that
makes programs successful, we acknowledge that there are limitations with
evaluations of multi-component programs in specifically determining the statistically-measurable component-level contributions to program and youth
success.
Issues of rigor in program evaluations

While the section on ‘What works?’ has focused on using RCTs, quasi-
experimental studies and systematic evaluations, the rigor of these evaluations
maybe limited by issues of low statistical power, participant attrition, short-term
measures of effectiveness rather than longitudinal effects and effects of confounders such as motivation of voluntary participants. Other types of published
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research used to inform this work are l imited by potential sources of biases due
to self-reporting and use of various interpretative techniques.
Scarcity of research on program impacts in low- and
middle-income countries

The evidence search involved purposefully looking for empirical e vidence from
different contexts. However, a larger number of such studies are based on programs located in the US although there is some coverage of programs in other
geographic contexts such as Europe, Africa and South America as well. This
points to the strong need to intensify rigorous evaluation efforts and program
responses, especially if one wants to see how contextual factors mediate program participation, outcomes and impacts.
Limited evidence for specific risk categories of the adolescent and
youth groups

While the evidence targeted to needs of the young person is available for the US
context, there is a need for a broader understanding of youth risk categories and
gather evidence on what works and how for those facing different types of risks.
Lack of consensus in definitions and indicators

While a multidimensional understanding of engagement has emerged, there
are various definitions, operationalizations and measurement indicators used
across the literature. Such lack of clarity has led to inconsistent use of terminology, cloudy evidence of relations, and poor measurement. This lack of clarity also reflects on the different theories used to frame the study of student
engagement.

AUDIENCE
The audience for this study includes policy makers, researchers, practitioners
and World Bank staff—to deepen our understanding of the reengagement process, inform policy dialogue and provide direction to program design and
implementation.
Also, this initial attempt to methodologically embrace a more complex analysis of evidence for programing may be useful to researchers interested in complex social problems that merit a mixed-methods approach for causal
explanations.

NOTES
1. While the evidence from outcome-based impact evaluations provided inputs into which
programs are yielding results, we use more explanatory research from the behavioral and
social sciences, as well as available synthesis from a ‘realist’ approach, to coax out more
nuanced evidence on the processes that lead the identified interventions to contribute to
the outcome of interest. The examples of programs showed a range of different strategies
used and possible context influences.
2. The initial impetus for a methodology to analyze more complex evidence came from prior
work of one of the co-authors of this study (Reyes 2019, unpublished doctoral thesis in
progress).
3. Even small differences in context, convenience and salience have large effects on crucial
choices (see World Bank 2015).
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4. Using methods such as the PDIA (Problem Driven Iterative Adaptation) from: Andrews,
Pritchett, and Woolcock (2017); Duflo 2017.
5. A mixed-method approach helps address the need for greater specificity in how protective
factors are linked with the risks they mitigate (Guerra 1998; Luthar, Cicchetti, and
Becker 2000).
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Evidence on School
Engagement and
Reengagement: What Works,
How & Why, for Whom, and
in What Contexts?

This chapter summarizes the empirical evidence on what interventions work
for educational reengagement, reviews examples to synthesize how they work,
and examines their scientific basis, referencing multiple d
 isciplines. It then
examines for whom and in what context these interventions have an impact and
elaborates on the role of the platforms and pathways of reengagement.

The review of interventions to prevent early school leaving and to engage/
re-engage at-risk learners in an education program yielded a range of strategies. In this chapter we identify and distinguish the interventions as core and
enabling, evidenced by their positive effects on relevant outcomes and by
identifying how their composite elements, events, or activities relate to each
other in the process of change. Mentoring and psychosocial support (PSS),
are classified as core interventions and the enabling interventions determined
are outreach, case management, integrated support services and referrals,
and financial incentives. Then we examine some of the substantive evidence
from different fields of science to infer why these interventions and processes work. Lastly, we examine for whom and in what contexts these interventions have an impact and explain the role played by blended learning
platforms and flexible educational pathways.

WHAT WORKS: REENGAGEMENT INTERVENTIONS AND
EFFECT SIZES1,2
Based on the summary of various quantitative systematic reviews, we identified two core interventions that have a quantifiable effect on outcomes related
to school reengagement: (1) mentoring and (2) psychosocial support (PSS)
with a focus on social-emotional learning (SEL). The level of contribution of
each intervention is assessed through its effect size (ES) (also see box. 4.1).
From available effect size analysis, mentoring and PSS provide the most
contributions to the cognitive, emotional and social skills of at-risk learners
(see Annex B for a table summarizing the evidence on what works).
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Mentoring
Quantitative evidence shows that mentoring interventions have a positive
impact on outcomes for at-risk youth. Mentoring has been defined as a “relationship between an older, more experienced adult and an unrelated, younger
protégé—a relationship in which the adult provides ongoing guidance, instruction, and encouragement aimed at developing the competence and character of
the protégé” (Rhodes 2002, p. 3). The study results from randomized controlled
trials of mentoring programs such as Across Ages, Big Brothers Big Sisters of
America, and Friends of the Children provide evidence of statistically significant
improvements in academic performance and belief in self-efficacy and point to
the importance of developing close relationships between mentors and mentees
for success (Bayer, Grossman and DuBois 2013; Center for Promise 2015;
Converse and Kraft 2009; Eddy et al. 2017; Herrera et al. 2011; Komosa-Hawkins
2012; Meyer and Bouchey 2010; Taylor et al. 1999).
A meta-analysis, “Does mentoring matter?” by Eby and colleagues (2008),
reviewed three major areas of mentoring research (youth, academic, workplace)
to determine the overall effect size associated with the following mentoring outcomes for mentees: behavioral, attitudinal, health-related, interpersonal, motivational, and career. It identified 112 quantitative studies where the sole or
primary intervention was mentoring, comparing mentored and non-mentored
individuals on these individual-level outcomes. Youth mentoring was defined as
a naturally occurring (informal) or formally arranged (such as Big Brother Big
Sister program) relationship between a nonparental adult and a child, adolescent, or young adult (Blinn-Pike 2007).
The analysis provides evidence that mentoring is significantly and positively correlated with all aforementioned outcome variables, albeit at different levels. Although
all effect sizes (ES) were small in magnitude, they showed a positive trend. The largest effect was found between mentoring and the mentee’s behavioral and attitudinal
changes: helping others, school attitudes, and career attitudes. Reviews of youth
(DuBois et al. 2002) and academic (Sambunjak et al. 2006) mentoring found an association between mentoring and both career and employment outcomes. Other
reviews link youth mentoring (DuBois et al. 2002; DuBois and Silverthorn 2005),
academic mentoring (Dorsey and Baker 2004; Sambunjak et al. 2006), and workplace mentoring (Underhill 2006) to outcomes such as positive self-image, emotional adjustment, and psychological well-being, positive social relationships, higher
performance, and less problem behavior, although several also have small ES.
Two meta-analyses of youth mentoring programs in the United States posited
that social, emotional, cognitive, and identity processes, when interconnected,
created caring and meaningful relationships between youth and nonparental
adults (or older peers) that promoted positive developmental trajectories
(DuBois et al. 2002, 2011). Here, the mentoring intervention focused on promoting resiliency among youth from at-risk backgrounds (Rhodes 1994). The above
analyses covered 55 evaluations for the period 1970–98 and 73 evaluations for
the period 1999–2010, respectively.
Both studies found positive effects of mentoring programs intended to promote
positive youth (18 years or less) outcomes.3 The 2002 study results indicated an
overall average weighted effect size of 0.14 at the 95 percent confidence interval
(CI) (ranging from 0.10 to 0.18), and an overall average weighted effect size of 0.18
at the 95 percent CI (ranging from 0.11 to 0.25) for fixed and random effects,
respectively. The 2011 study indicated an effect size of 0.21 for end-of-program
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assessments averaged across all its 73 studies, with a 95 percent CI. The 2011 study
thus reconfirmed the previous findings, indicating significant improvement for
mentored youth (0.25 ± 0.14) and significant decline for comparison youth
(–0.17 ± 0.11). Additionally, it indicated a positive impact of mentoring programs on
school attendance, grades, and academic achievement test scores but not on substance use. DuBois and colleagues also provide a word of caution that mentoring
programs targeting at-risk youth facing cumulative effects of both personal and
contextual risk may be less effective than programs targeting those facing fewer
risks. Kuperminc and colleagues highlight that youth mentoring leads to greater
benefits when accompanied by other support services (2005). Thus, the program
design becomes a crucial factor and resources are likely to get stretched.
Furthermore, researchers have also identified moderators that influence the
effect size, including characteristics of participating youth (gender, race, and
ethnicity, developmental level, single-parent household, socioeconomic background, at-risk status), mentor–mentee relationships (actual frequency of contact, average length), and program features (mentoring alone or in a
multicomponent program, using psychosocial or instrumental outcomes or
both, in a large urban geographic location or not, and by gender of mentor, mentor background, implementation monitoring, etc.). This analysis noted the
following (DuBois et al. 2002, 2011).

Mentee and mentor characteristics
• At-risk status of mentee. Youth from backgrounds of environmental risk and
disadvantage appear most likely to benefit from participation in mentoring
programs. In the 2002 study, at-risk status was found to be a significant moderator of effect size. This means that youth exposed to risk benefited more
from mentoring interventions. The largest effect size of 0.26 was found for
youth experiencing both individual and environmental risk factors, while an
effect size of 0.17 was found for those facing environmental risk alone. Larger
effect sizes (= 0.19) were reported for youth from primarily low socioeconomic backgrounds than for other samples (= 0.11).
• Mentee characteristics. Similar and favorable effects of mentoring programs
were found across youth with varied demographic and background characteristics, such as age, gender, race, ethnicity, and family structure, and also
across different types of outcomes and data sources, suggesting that mentoring is a universally applicable intervention for young people.
• Mentor characteristics. For mentor characteristics, gender, race, and ethnicity were not found to be significant moderators of effect size; however, a background in a helping role or profession (for instance, as a teacher) was a
significant moderator of effect size. Evaluations of programs that used these
types of mentors reported larger ES (= 0.26) than those that did not (= 0.09).
Also, no significant relationship was found with mentor compensation.

Program characteristics
• Evidence Based Programs. For youth exhibiting individual-level risk factors,
positive effects of mentoring were evident for programs engaged in a majority
of theory-based and empirically-based “best practices” (0.20 and 0.24 for
fixed and random effects, respectively, with 95 percent CI). These best practices in program features included: ongoing training with structured
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activities for mentors, expectation setting with youth on frequency of contact,
mechanisms for support and parental involvement, and monitoring of overall
program implementation. In multivariate analyses, these practices were
consistently represented among the strongest predictors of greater reported
positive effects for mentoring programs.
• Mentor-mentee relationship: DuBois and colleagues (2002) showed that
program effects are enhanced significantly when strong relationships are
formed between mentors and youth, using nine independent samples with a
total of 35 ES on average. Among youth participating in mentoring programs,
those for whom relationships of greater intensity or quality were evident
scored between one-quarter and one-third of a standard deviation higher in
a favorable direction on outcome measures (average effect size = 0.30 under
random effects and = 0.29 with fixed effects, 95 percent CI, range 0.15–0.45).
• Characteristics with less significant or nonsignificant ES: The ES did not
demonstrate a significant relationship with geographic program location or the
setting in which mentoring activities took place. ES was found to be unrelated
to whether mentoring was an isolated intervention or in a m
 ulticomponent
program and to whether it involved psychosocial or instrumental outcomes.
Another meta-analytic evaluation of 46 studies, by Tolan et al. (2014),
reviewed mentoring interventions in the United States (1970–2011) for effects on
delinquency and three associated outcomes (aggression, drug use, and academic
functioning) for at-risk youth. These youths were identified by conduct problems, aggressive behavior, and high-crime environmental characteristics. Mean
effects sizes were significant and positive for each outcome category (0.11 for
academic achievement, 0.16 for drug use, 0.21 for delinquency, 0.29 for aggression). The study found heterogeneity in ES for all four outcomes, with stronger
effects when the mentor’s motivation was his/her ‘professional development
and advancement’, (as opposed to ‘personal motivation or civic duty’). Significant
improvements in effects were found when advocacy and emotional support
were emphasized in the mentoring process.
Finally, reviews of emerging research by Kuperminc (2016) and Kuperminc and
Thomason (2013) point to the potential relevance of group mentoring. Evidence
is beginning to accumulate that supports at least the short-term effectiveness of
formal group mentoring programs. There is some preliminary evidence that:
• Group mentoring programs can produce an array of positive outcomes for
youth (behavioral, emotional, academic, etc.) and seem to be effective across
a wide range of youth participants (of varying ages, ethnicities, and so on).
• Additional relational processes, such as group cohesion and belonging and
a strong group identity, may also contribute to the outcomes youth experience from group mentoring. The group identity could be based on specific
interests such as a sport, gaming, or specific challenges such as teenage
pregnancy or others.
• Group mentoring programs offer a context for activities that develop mentee
skills, change mentee attitudes, and offer positive peer interactions; and these
processes can lead to behavioral outcomes for participants.

Psychosocial support and learning
Positive impact, using quantitative research studies, was found from PSS and
SEL interventions. Psychosocial support “describe[s] any type of local or outside
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support that aims to protect or promote psychosocial well-being and/or prevent
or treat mental disorders for people in crisis situations” (INEE 2016, p. 8). It is an
umbrella term that encompasses three domains of cognitive, affective, and
behavioral competencies, and includes trauma recovery, family and community
guidance, and learning support. Psychosocial interventions, when directed
towards learning, are referred to as social-emotional learning or SEL. SEL
aims to foster the development of five interrelated competencies, namely:
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and
responsible decision-making. These five competencies cut across the cognitive,
social, and emotional domains (INEE 2016).
A growing body of research evidence (Carneiro and Heckman 2003; Cunha
et al. 2006; Heckman 2000) summarized by Inoue et al. (2015) suggests that
so-called soft skills—behavior and personality traits, goals, motivations, and
preferences—strongly influence schooling decisions and a wide variety of risky
decisions among youth (Heckman, Stixrud, and Urzua 2006; Rumberger and
Lamb 2003). Thus, even when youth know the longer-term financial benefits
of attending school, the decision to exit early can be considered a consequence
of high “psychic costs” faced due to attending, such as poor skills for academic
success and low sense of academic self-efficacy and self-esteem (Heckman and
Kautz 2012). Thus, universal SEL programs that offer substantial benefits to
counteract these psychic costs are likely to be effective.
A meta-analysis found positive follow-up effects of 82 school-based SEL
interventions, including classroom-based activities, classroom or school climate enhancement efforts, various school wide initiatives, and parent involvement (Taylor et al. 2017). The interventions involved 97,406 students from
kindergarten through high school (37.8 percent in kindergarten to 5th grade,
45.1 percent in 6th to 8th grade, and 13.4 percent in 9th to 12th grade). The
studies targeted at least one of the five SEL interrelated competency domains
described earlier. The analysis found statistically significant positive effects of
SEL interventions at follow-up for each of the seven outcome categories (social
and emotional skills; attitudes toward self, others, and school; positive social
behaviors; academic performance; conduct problems; emotional distress; and
substance use). Mean ES ranged from 0.13 to 0.33 (95 percent CI, p < 0.05) with
SEL program participants benefiting significantly more than controls across
all social and emotional assets and positive and negative indicators of
well-being.
The review also found positive impact across ethnic and socio-economic
backgrounds, but with no significant differences across them. Fourteen interventions covered by the review included at least 75 percent children from poor and
working-class families, which formed a lower-income comparison group. Across
ethnic backgrounds, for 6 months or more post-intervention, no significant differences were observed in the impact of SEL between interventions involving
predominately white students (n = 21, ES = 0.23, 95 percent CI [0.14, 0.32]), predominately students of color (n = 13, ES = 0.18, 95 percent CI [0.06, 0.30]), or interventions containing a diverse student population (n = 19, ES = 0.17, 95 percent CI
[0.08,0.27]). No significant difference was found in follow-up ES between interventions involving predominately low- and working-class students (n = 13,
ES = 0.21, 95 percent CI [0.08, 0.33]) compared with those of another SES status
(i.e., either predominately middle- and upper-class or diverse SES samples (n = 36,
ES = 0.23, 95 percent CI [0.15, 0.30]). Further, comparison of follow-up effects
for interventions c onducted in the United States (n = 43, ES = 0.20, 95 percent
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CI [0.14, 0.26]) and abroad (n = 38, ES = 0.16, 95 percent CI [0.09, 0.22]) revealed
comparable positive effects in both contexts. Thus, this meta-analytic study,
although focused on school-based interventions, mainly suggests that SEL may
be effective for middle and high school students, with no significant differences
across ethnic, socioeconomic, and geographical backgrounds.
Another meta-analytic study of 73 after-school programs in the United States
promoting social and personal skills for adolescents and youth found that there
is an overall positive and statistically significant impact on participating youth.
Improvements were seen in three major areas: feelings and attitudes (i.e., their
self-perceptions and bonding), behavioral adjustment (i.e., increases in positive
social behaviors and decreases in problem behaviors and drug use), and school
performance (i.e., grades and level of academic achievement). The average effect
size of +0.22 (95 percent CI, [0.16,0.29]) indicates that these programs have an
overall positive and statistically significant impact on the program participants.
The most effective programs utilized evidence-based skills-development training activities that were sequential, active, focused, and explicit (Durlak
and Weissberg 2007).
Another meta-analytic review, also by Durlak and colleagues (2011),
reviewed 213 school-based, universal social and emotional learning (SEL)
programs involving 270,034 students, kindergarten through high school.
The study found direct links between competencies in social and emotional
learning, with an overall 11-percentile gain in academic achievement and an
effect size of 0.31 (95 percent CI, [0.26,0.36]) for targeted socio-emotional
skills. Compared to controls, SEL participants demonstrated significantly
improved social and emotional skills, attitudes, behavior, and academic
performance. It was found that school teaching staff can successfully conduct SEL programs. This study also found that the incorporation of evidence-based SEL programing, using the four recommended practices
(sequential, active, focused, and explicit) for developing skills moderated
program outcomes as did the presence of implementation problems. These
studies by Durlak and Weissberg (2007) and Durlak et al. (2011) point us to
some of the features of effective programming that lead to positive academic and nonacademic outcomes, both in after-school and school-based
interventions.
Further, in terms of program features, a meta-analysis (Wigelsworth et al.
2016) of 89 studies conducted between 1995 and 2013 reported the effects of
school-based, universal SEL programs on seven outcome variables related
to the five SEL competency domains of self-awareness, self-management,
social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making. The
program features analyzed included the international transferability of the
design, level of participation of the program developer in the evaluation, and
evaluation results for efficacy versus efficiency. International transferability
was used as a proxy to measure the impact of program implementation in its
country of origin or outside. The level of the developer’s involvement in
evaluation was defined as ‘led’, ‘involved’, or ‘independent’ according to
whether the evaluation was led by the same developer, was receiving some
developer support, or was executed completely independently. Efficacy
studies demonstrate the internal validity of a program (for example whether
it has highly trained and carefully supervised implementation staff ), while
effectiveness is used to test whether and how an intervention works in realworld contexts and naturalistic settings (such as using just the staff and
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resources that would normally be available). The findings may be summarized as below:
• Statistically significant size effects across studies. Size effects were
significant, although the magnitude varied by outcome type, with the
largest effects for social-emotional competence (0.53) and the smallest
for attitudes toward self (0.17).
• Local design vs. external design. Studies implemented within the same
country in which they were developed showed greater effects than those
transported abroad for four of seven outcome variables, and in all four the
effects were statistically significant. Notably, two outcome variables—conduct
problems (such as anti-social behavior, bullying, and aggression) and academic attainment—showed significantly higher ES for studies coded as
“away,” indicating a higher transferability of design elements associated with
these outcome variables.
• Developer involvement in evaluation. Developer involvement was associated with a potential inflation of outcome ES, compared with effects that
might be expected in a real-world situation.
• Efficacy and effectiveness. Lastly, 61 studies were coded for efficacy (the
intervention producing the expected result) and 25 were coded for effectiveness (having a beneficial effect in a real-world setting). Six of seven outcome
variables showed greater size effects for efficacy than for effectiveness, while
the outcome variable “social-emotional competence” showed a greater effect
size for effectiveness (0.47) than for efficacy (0.31). This calls for a better
understanding of field forces in context that can facilitate or inhibit the intervention (see the next section, “How reengagement interventions work”).
Regarding youth affected by conflict and forced displacement, a recent experimental study (Panter-Brick et al. 2018) tested the impact of an 8-week PSS program and found medium to small ES for all psychosocial outcomes. The program
included structured activities informed by a profound stress attunement framework for advancing adolescents, delivered in group-format to youth ages 12–18 in
communities heavily affected by the Syrian crisis, including both Syrian refugees
and Jordanian youth. The intervention improved insecurity, distress, and mental
health difficulties but not prosocial behavior and post-traumatic stress reactions.
Beneficial impacts were strongest for adolescents who had experienced four or
more lifetime traumas. With respect to levels of insecurity, youth engaged in the
psychosocial intervention had sustained benefits relative to youth who did not.
Lastly, family and community support form an integral part of the affective and
behavioral support for at-risk youth. For example, a study measured the impact of
adolescent friendships and/or family support in adolescents exposed to early-life
stresses before age 11, such as bullying. It found that close family and social support
was negatively associated with subsequent depressive symptoms (van Harmelen
et al. 2016). Another study that analyzed the impact of family characteristics on the
school success of 211 at-risk adolescents found that both family cohesion and
parental monitoring predicted school engagement, but neither family characteristic predicted the grade-point average (Annunziata et al. 2006).
While systematic evaluation of SEL programs in school and after-school
settings may not be considered directly useful for at-risk and out-of-school
adolescents and youth, the literature on programs using positive youth development and resilience approaches as well as those addressing significantly disadvantaged young people highlight the need for psychosocial supports that act
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BOX 4.1

A brief note on the magnitude and implications of effect size estimates
While the overall average estimated effect size (ES)
for mentoring and psychosocial support (PSS)
interventions may seem quite modest, well-recognized
researchers (DuBois et al. 2002; Taylor et al. 2017;
Tolan et al. 2014) argue that Cohen’s benchmarks of
effects as small (.20), medium (.50), or large (.80) are
not applicable for universal promotion or prevention
studies nor are they relevant for interpreting follow-up
data. A mean ES of 0.33 of SEL interventions on
academic performance (obtained from eight studies)
compares to post effects obtained by strictly
educational interventions (Hill et al. 2008). For other
outcomes, there are no current empirical standards
for comparing the ES of positive youth development
interventions. As current data is new to the fields of
social-emotional learning and positive youth
development, the reported mean effects may serve as
initial benchmarks for comparing the success of
future efforts.

Furthermore, since numerous programmatic and
other environmental variables are likely to be critical for fully realizing potential benefits of youth
mentoring and PSS programs, there is a need for
greater c onsideration of specific context-based factors influencing effectiveness. Also, outcomes for
youth at risk due to personal vulnerabilities vary
substantially in relation to program characteristics
(for instance, evidence shows that poorly implemented programs may have an adverse effect on
such youth). Hence, there is a need for greater caution in adherence to guidelines for the design and
implementation of effective programs as well as
more in-depth assessment of relationship and contextual factors in the evaluation of programs. This
calls for systematic and specific programmatic
reporting on processes and implementation features, which can help make mentoring and PSSbased interventions more effective.

as protective and promotive forces (see chapters 1 and 2 of this study). Thus,
there is an urgent and important effort required to conduct empirical evaluations of social-emotional and psychosocial programs for out-of-school disadvantaged youth in different contexts to gather evidence on their
effectiveness.

HOW REENGAGEMENT INTERVENTIONS WORK
In addition to the evidence of the impact of mentoring and PSS for at-risk
youth, the literature provides evidence on how to implement these interventions. This is important because key activities, processes, and contextual
factors can have a causal impact—either inhibiting or facilitating the achievement of expected outcomes. Given the cumulative risks and complex needs of
out-of-school youth, outreach, integrative case management and referral
services along with financial support can enable these youth to re-engage.
Blended learning platforms and multiple educational pathways can help
address the common need for flexibility. This section presents evidence of
some how-to processes and mechanisms related to these interventions to
support at-risk learners.

Lessons learned on how to implement mentoring
As noted before, mentoring interventions have had a statistically significant
positive impact on a variety of outcomes for at-risk youth, including educational
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outcomes. Given the extensive evidence, it is important to capture the lessons
learned on how these services are provided. To recap, mentoring is a “relationship between an older, more experienced adult and an unrelated, younger
protégé—a relationship in which the adult provides ongoing guidance, instruction, and encouragement aimed at developing the competence and character of
the protégé” (Rhodes 2002, p. 3). The most important processes are focused
precisely on the inter-relationship between mentor and mentee: the type of support, the relational approach, the relevant skills of the mentor, and the predisposition and aspirations of the mentee.
The positive impact of a mentor relationship in an educational setting is
founded on the principles of protection and promotion. In a realist synthesis
evaluation of nine diverse studies, Pawson (2006) extracts the constituent mechanisms of an interpersonal mentor-mentee relationship. The process of change
depends on a combination of trust, support in direction setting, coaching to
acquire skills and other resources, and help with contacts and networking. This
set of functions is facilitated in four mentoring stages:
• Befriending: Creating bonds of trust and sharing new experiences so that the
mentee recognizes the legitimacy of other people and other perspectives.
• Direction-setting: Promoting a sense of self-reflection by discussing alternatives and possible actions and having the mentee reconsider his or her range
of loyalties, values, and ambitions.
• Coaching: Advising, cajoling, or even coaxing the mentee into acquiring the
skills, assets, credentials, and testimonials required to enter and engage with
mainstream education modalities.
• Sponsoring: Advocating and networking on behalf of the mentee to help
them gain the requisite contacts and information about opportunities.
An array of mentor skills and qualities are required to achieve a successful
and sustained reengagement of mentees in education and technical programs.
Following from the four stages above, mentor skills range from peace-making at
the befriending stage to fence-mending as the mentee tests out alternative goals,
and finally trouble-shooting, brainstorming, and brokering channels for education and career guidance. As a sponsor of the mentee, the mentor also needs to
step up to engage with and build bridges with different agencies and agents at
various stages of the mentoring process. These connections include family and
close relatives at the befriending stage, the mentee’s community and its authority
figures in the direction-setting stage, and training and career guidance
professionals at the coaching and sponsoring stages.
Finally, the evaluation finds other success conditions. Mentoring works better if it is embedded in a program offering support for further education, training, and career aspirations. The built-in resilience and aspirations of mentees
play a significant role in their progress. Also, different mentors will have different experiences and sets of skills. As youth progress in their education and life
plans, they need access to a variety of mentors who operate in the different stages
in which they need support. A recent qualitative study of 61 youth by Ungar and
Ikeda4 (2017) corroborates the above synthesis and further expands the understanding of the multiple roles a mentor needs to play in the mentor-youth relationship. In the study, the authors describe the roles in the below terms:
• Informal supporters are mentors who de-professionalize their role and flatten hierarchies, emphasizing empathy and enforcing few rules. This aligns to
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the skills required at the befriending stage, where mutual respect and
trust-building are essential.
• Administrators are mentors who enforce rules that are in the youth’s best
interest, being a source of structure and consequences with firm boundaries
but with little tolerance for flexible case planning or emotional engagement.
This role can be loosely mapped onto the direction-setting stage, where youth
feel supported but also begin taking responsibility.
• Caregivers are mentors who hold reasonable expectations and impose structures but are flexible in their negotiations with youth when rules are broken,
thus combining the qualities of the first two categories. This positions mentor
workers as authoritative parent-like caregivers with permeable but enforceable boundaries and well-articulated expectations. This role offers coaching
and networking support while also enforcing structures and holding the
youth accountable.
The Ungar and Ikeda study found that all three engagement strategies (informal
support, administrator, and caregiver) were optimal according to the circumstances
and depending on the level of risk, the age appropriateness of the rules, and the cultural norms for expected behavior. Thus, no single strategy for engaging young people as a mentor is ideal. Mentoring involves a process of negotiation and renegotiation
that balances (1) the need to build a trusting relationship in which young people feel
protected and are full participants and (2) the provision of enough structure to promote and help them succeed. Overall, the role conceptualizations of mentors and
the organizational culture within which the mentors work are important in helping
at-risk youth succeed (Lakind, Eddy, and Zell 2014). The mentee’s progress is nonlinear, and the mentoring relationship needs to have a persistent adaptive element
for rebuilding trust at every step, strengthening resilience against new forms of
obstacles, and building confidence to accomplish success in acquiring new skills.
Other meta-analytic studies of mentoring programs by Tolan et al. (2013,
p.183), DuBois et al. (2002, 2011) and Rhodes (2002) also included a review of
mentoring process models, which identified four processes as central to
mentoring:
• Emotional support and friendliness to promote self-efficacy, confidence,
and sense of mattering;
• Provision of information or teaching that might aid the recipient in
managing social, educational, legal, family, and peer challenges;
• Identification of the recipient with the mentor, which helps with motivation, behavior, and bonding or investment in prosocial behavior and social
responsibility; and
• Advocacy for the recipient in various systems and settings.
These findings from meta-analytic reviews strengthen and emphasize the
above findings by Pawson (2006) and Ungar and Ikeda (2017).

Lessons learned on how to implement psychosocial services
There is overwhelming evidence of the positive impact of psychosocial interventions for the emotional, behavioral, and cognitive reengagement of at-risk youth.
For these learners, psychosocial services provide the pathways of protection
(i.e., the reduction of negative behaviors, drawn from risk and resilience research)
and promotion (i.e., the increase of positive behaviors, drawn from positive youth
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development research) (Kia-Keating et al. 2011; Rutter 1987). School context
(policies, curricular and extracurricular programs and practices) can provide
learning opportunities that scaffold the development of students’ emotional,
behavioral, and cognitive engagement (INEE 2016, pp.61; Khanlou and Wray
2014; Main and Whatman 2016; Sumbera 2017, pp. 174–93; Zins et al. 2004).
Psychosocial interventions must include processes for emotional engagement of students to create trust, confidence, and a motivation to succeed.
These processes strengthen the students’ affective relationship with educators
and the school, creating a positive shift in their mindset toward their education.
Schools in turn must provide the policies, programs, and practices to support the
engagement of at-risk learners (Eccles et al. 1983; Fredricks, Blumenfeld and
Paris 2004; Sumbera 2017; Voelkl 1997; Yazzie-Mintz 2007). Positive emotional
experiences that initiate an alteration in self-belief open the pathways that
strengthen cognitive and behavioral engagement of learners. Schools and teachers can promote these emotional and behavioral changes in several ways:
• Environment. Creating a welcoming, mutually respectful, clean, and safe
learning environment.
• Expectations. Setting high expectations and communicating clearly, frequently, and openly, based on mutual respect and trust.
• Decision making. Shared decision making, such as through flexible
scheduling.5
• Participation. Creating opportunities for active student participation on a
continuous basis in high-quality, meaningful work such as community services and co- and extra-curricular activities.
• Individualized support. Offering individualized support opportunities and
experiences such as through counseling, one-on-one activities.
• Celebrating progress. Celebrating small successes and acknowledging
student progress.
Emotional engagement in a student’s own social and physical environment
can lead to cognitive engagement, required for learning and school success
(Bandura 1977; Weiner 2007). An educational site can provide the mechanism
for this process by offering:
• A structured but adaptable learning environment. This includes multiple
intake dates, different pathways for earning course credits, and consistent
routines.
• Relevant educational experiences. This includes individualized academic
plans and career programs that match students’ interests and potential.
• Integrating social-emotional components in the learning process. This
includes adapted curriculum, pedagogical practices, and classroom
management.
Evidence exists on how to integrate SEL into the curricular content and
 elivery. One such emerging evidence-based curriculum design is known as
d
SAFE, an acronym that stands for: sequenced, active, focused, and explicit (Durlak
et al. 2011; Durlak, Weissberg, and Pachan 2010). Core curricular content (such
as in reading, math, and science) can contribute to social-emotional engagement,
and in turn to cognitive engagement, through: (1) sequenced activities led in a
coordinated and connected way to skills, (2) active forms of learning, (3) focused
on developing one or more social skills, and (4) explicit about targeting specific
skills. Other researchers have also identified the importance of one or more of

|

45

46

|

Back to School

these elements in after-school programs (Larson and Verma 1999; Miller 2003;
and National Research Council and Institute of Medicine 2002).
Other SEL applications within school programs include student centered
pedagogy, learner participation in classroom management, and sports and artistic
activities in the formal curriculum. Other options are to support SEL only through
limited and fixed slots of time, such as for cognitive-behavioral group work, self-
esteem enhancement programs, conflict resolution training, and peer mediation
(Martin 2012). The more completely SEL interventions are integrated into the regular educational program, the more likely they are to succeed. Similarly, who is
trained and to what extent they are trained in relevant SEL and PSS practices have
implications for effectiveness. Greater the extent (in both range and depth) of
training and wider the participation of different stakeholders (both adults and
youth), better the implementation (Jones and Bouffard 2012).
In another study, Yeager (2017) finds that effective universal SEL that positively transforms adolescents’ lives focuses on mindsets and climate rather
than solely on skills (see box 4.2). Harnessing adolescents’ developmental
motivations, U.S.-based programs such as Becoming A Man and Teen Outreach
aim to make them feel respected by adults and peers and offer them the chance
to gain status and admiration from people whose opinions they value. Less
encouragingly, typical SEL programs—which directly teach skills and invite
participants to rehearse those skills over the course of many classroom lessons—were found to have a poor track record with middle adolescents (roughly
ages 14–17), even though they work well with younger children. Yeager advocates for programs to take the climate and mindset approach when working
with adolescents and include three elements: (1) creating a mindset that harnesses the adolescent desire for status and respect; (2) creating a climate that
is more respectful toward adolescents; and (3) creating a mindset that blunts
the power of threats to peer status and respect. Based on empirical program
evaluations, three elements of highly effective SEL programing for adolescents
were identified:
• Make classrooms more rigorous and set high expectations of performance.
• Reduce unfairness since young people act out against rules and disciplining
systems that are biased, unjust, and disrespectful.
• Encourage and support authentic adolescent relationships with adults,
achieved by honoring young people’s desire to feel respected.
Finally, the study offers successful examples of teacher training programs to
create such intellectually challenging and respectful learning environments
(Gregory et al. 2016; Okonofua, Paunesku and Walton 2016) that have shown
substantial positive effects (see box 4.2).
As a last overarching note, psycho-social and social-emotional skills are
learnt over time and need continuous and consistent support and encouragement. This requires an enabling environment that is intentional about continuously supporting and monitoring student behavior, is inclusive of
parental involvement as well as of other relevant stakeholders such as mentors and outreach workers, and is based on localized knowledge related to
the day-to-day functioning of students’ lives. It can take place through both
promotion and prevention efforts. Four broad, mutually inclusive approaches
can be adopted: (1) infusing SEL in teaching practices to create a learning
environment supportive of SEL, (2) infusing SEL instruction into an
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BOX 4.2

Successful examples of teacher training programs from three studies
Becoming a Man—a psychosocial
support program
Becoming a Man (BAM), which aims to reduce youth
violence in Chicago and involves a weekly schoolbased discussion group for 7th to 10 th grade male
students at high risk of failure, was found to produce
dramatic effects. BAM features open-ended,
student-led discussions with mentors from the neighborhood, along with a series of activities that build
relationships and a sense of community with others in
a small group. Based on two randomized control trials
(2009–10 and 2013–15), BAM reduced arrests among
participants by 28–35 percent and violent crime by
45–50 percent and increased high school graduation
rates by 12–19 percent at long-term follow-up. The program also involves an appealing act of defiance: students have to skip class to attend. Paradoxically,
skipping class to attend BAM led to higher graduation
rates (Heller et al. 2013; Yeager 2017).
The program does not
•
•

encourage young men to suppress their desire to
fight or retaliate when facing disrespect, or
tell young people what they should do or suggest
right and wrong.

The program does
•
•

acknowledge that sometimes it is important to
retaliate to protect one’s reputation, and
help develop new mindsets for interpreting
threats and identify alternate ways to demonstrate
their masculinity (focusing on integrity, personal
accountability, saving face, and maintaining status).

My Teaching Partner-Secondary—a teacher
training and mentoring program
This is a comprehensive teacher training and mentoring program by Anne Gregory (Rutgers University)
to help 86 high school teachers (covering more than
2,000 students) create an intellectually challenging
but respectful classroom climate. Yeager (2017)
argues that this is not a typical social-emotional
learning (SEL) program—it does not train teachers to
teach students self-control skills or how to manage
Source: Yeager 2017.

their emotions. Instead, it trains teachers to create a
climate that treats students with respect, takes them
seriously, and gives them more autonomy in choosing
meaningful work. This helps teachers exhibit care
and create a sense of belonging. The study showed
that students in treatment classes
•
•
•

engaged in higher-order thinking and reasoning,
rather than tedious ‘seat work’
were less likely to be disciplined for breaking
rules, and
exhibited significant reduction in the racial gap
in discipline infractions, even 2 years after the
teacher training ended, which was strongest
when teachers created academically demanding
classrooms that respected students’ intellectual
competence.

That is, making school easier does not lead students to respect rules, but challenging students and
treating them as though they could develop competence can.
Online teacher training module—to encourage an
empathetic mindset about discipline
This was a minimal teacher-training intervention
that included an online activity for middle school
teachers, which they could complete in their own
time without guidance from researchers, that was
intended to change their beliefs about discipline.
Teachers were persuaded that discipline should be
empathetic, not ‘zero tolerance’ and lacking in compassion for students’ reasons for acting out. In an
evaluation with over 35 teachers and 1,200
m iddle-school students, the researchers found that
students in treatment classrooms reported fewer
experiences of disrespect and received half as many
suspensions, which fell from 9 percent of students to
4.5 percent. When students felt that the climate was
more respectful, they behaved in ways that showed
they could manage their frustrations and emotions
(Okonofua, Paunesku, and Walton 2016). The authors
claim that this intervention can be delivered at nearzero marginal cost to large samples of teachers and
students.
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academic curriculum, (3) creating policies and organizational structures that
support students’ social and emotional development, and (4) directly teaching SEL skills in free-standing lessons (CASEL Guide 2015). No matter how
the program communicates with the youth, the most effective universal SEL
interventions need to impact mindsets and climate, as focusing on skills
alone would not be enough (Yeager 2017).

Identifying and reaching out to vulnerable learners
Although mentoring and SEL have been evaluated for quantifiable ES related to
protection and promotion of at-risk youth, evidence suggests there are other
enabling interventions that have a decisive impact on whether at-risk learners
succeed. The first and foremost intervention is about access. An effective outreach activity is a crucial step to engage at-risk youth in support services.
Outreach work is “a contact-making and resource-mediating social activity
targeted at individuals and groups who otherwise are hard-to-reach and who
need easily accessible linkages to support” (Andersson 2013, p. 184).
A mixed-methods meta-analysis of 16 outreach programs found that
63 percent of the youth contacted through outreach participated in the
offered service. Notably, the qualitative analysis also found that the greater
the risks of exclusion for the target group, the more difficult it is to identify
and engage those youth in services, such as stigmatized youth at-risk of
HIV/STI infections and street-involved youth. An analysis of the research
literature (Andersson 2013; Connolly and Joly 2012) suggests that there are
common components in successful outreach work, including:
• Contact making: Meeting youth in their environment is the first step to engagement. Making contact involves understanding the history and social support
systems of the hard-to-reach youth and adapting trust-building contact
approaches that minimize tensions. For example, at-risk youth may have had
negative experiences with authority figures, so a highly formalized first-
contact approach may discourage their participation.
• Relation building: This involves forming a relationship of care, respect, confidentiality and trust with a vulnerable youth. An outreach worker must motivate through his/her presence, dialogue, and support. This requires patience
(ability to wait and observe), facilitating opportunities to engage, and taking
actions that build a relationship of trust and support.
• Social support: This involves providing youth with information, connecting
them to a slew of services, handing out supplies and materials, and providing
training. Youth-centric services and information can be provided through
social media, local radio announcements, and creative arts and music.
Outreach workers also become a key social support pillar, making themselves
available at different hours of the day.
To accomplish the above outreach foundation, youth surveys and experimental
studies have highlighted the critical role of outreach workers as front-line agents
(Chui and Chan 2012; Pollack et al. 2011). The outreach workers need the following skills and professional qualities (Mikkonen et al. 2007; Pollack et al. 2011):
• Know the context. Have familiarity with locations where encounters will
likely take place.
• See the strengths in at-risk youth. Use a client-centered and strength-based
approach focused on the potential and qualities of at-risk youth.
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• Give and promote respect. Use engagement skills to promote respect and
comfort. Be sociable and respectful, even in the absence of reciprocity from
disengaged youth.
• Be adaptive. Be comfortable with ambiguity and have the ability to manage
contingencies and open-ended situations.
• Network. Have the skills to develop extensive networks and connections to
other referral services.
For staffing outreach workers, a study by Kryda and Compton (2009) points
to how funding must not be organized on a per-contact basis, because this
encourages the workers to go for quick fixes rather than for sustained support
(pp. 148–49). In addition to creating access through traditional youth outreach
workers, there are emerging case studies on using innovative ways to reengage
at-risk youth, such as through social media and shopping malls (Chalker and
Stelsel 2009; Chan and Holosko 2017; Dekelver, Van den Bosch and Engelen
2011) that require further evaluations.

Protection and promotion through financial incentives
Financial assistance is popularly seen as a tool for incentivizing enrolments and
retention in education and as a protective factor against education and health
risks. It aids in meeting the minimum basic needs of the most vulnerable, facilitating access to social services. However, there is also evidence of positive contributions to psychosocial outcomes, such as a sense of efficacy as well as
belonging to an educational community. Emerging evidence also suggests that
incentives such as conditional cash transfers may have a greater impact on young
people (age 12 and over) than on children (under age 12). For youth, therefore,
the outcomes and mechanisms of change due to financial support go beyond
addressing budget constraints (Cunningham et al. 2008b, pp. 53–57).
Financial incentives provide a flexible way to target multiple outcomes of
both protection and promotion. In Turkey, for example, the implementation of
conditional cash transfers through its Social Risk Mitigation Project has been
quite successful for education and health outcomes. In education, this project
conditioned financial support on the enrollment and maintenance of 80 percent
school attendance. Impact assessments conducted by Ayala Consulting (2006)
and Akhter et al. (2007) showed that there was an increase in enrolment rates
and school attendance and in the use of health services such as vaccination and
hospital births. The program design indicated the value attached to the status of
women, as payments were made to them (Yildirim, Ozdemir and Sezgin 2014;
Zulkhibri 2015).
In Indonesia, a scholarship program was implemented with dual objectives:
(1) to preserve access to education for the poor during the economic crisis of
1998, relieving pressure on educational costs, and (2) to reduce the pressures on
families that necessitate child labor. It followed a decentralized geographic and
individual targeting approach to increase enrollment and smooth consumption,
with notable success (Sparrow 2007). Similar impact evaluations of programs in
several countries, including Bangladesh, Columbia, Jamaica, Mexico, Pakistan,
and the United States, show increases in enrolments and completion rates and
reductions in dropout rates (Cunningham et al. 2008a, pp. 53–57; McCaig et al.
2016; Morris et al. 2017; OFFA 2014; Wolf et al. 2013). Reed and Hurd (2016)
showed that for disadvantaged students, scholarships not only incentivized
enrolment but also enabled successful participation in an education program.
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Additionally, a limited number of emergent studies have uncovered evidence that the provision of financial aid to students in need can have a powerful psychological effect, with a range of associated impacts. For instance, in
addition to decreasing financial anxiety related to housing, family support, and
medical expenses (West et al. 2006), studies have suggested that scholarships
can act as a gesture of recognition that acknowledges and legitimizes the students’ inclusion at school or university, increasing the bonds they feel with the
institution (Hatt et al. 2005). Studies have also found that scholarships
inspire greater motivation and engagement, which in the minds of these young
people then become a means of paying back for the financial support they
receive (Harrison, Baxter, and Hatt 2007). An impact evaluation of a scholarship program for students from disadvantaged backgrounds at Macquarie
University in Sydney, Australia, provides evidence of improved retention rates
and also s uggests other positive developmental outcomes, such as security,
independence, motivation, engagement, confidence, and a sense of belonging
(Reed and Hurd 2016).
Evidence also suggests that financial aid can improve self-efficacy (Oler 2011),
career decision-making, and even early labor market performance (Yang 2011)
and may also embolden students to take additional positive risks they would not
otherwise have taken. Reed and Hurd (2016) found that the extra financial
resources not only paid for study materials but also created extra time by reducing the amount of paid work students needed to undertake. This extra time
enabled recipients to better compete with their peers, engage in other opportunities that the students felt they would not have otherwise had (such as engaging
outside formal classes with their peers), take part in extracurricular activities, or
make plans for their future careers, such as by researching and applying for other
study opportunities.
For financial incentives, and especially for conditional cash transfers, the following design insights are available from the World Bank’s Policy Toolkit to support at-risk youth in middle-income countries (2008):
• Align amounts with level of risk. Transfers should be higher in situations
where children and youth are most at risk, but they should generally be lower
in value than a young person’s potential earnings while having the flexibility
to increase with age, considering the increased opportunity costs to families
of sending older children to school and the greater availability of risky
opportunities.
• Transitional periods are crucial. Transfers are implemented best during
transitions (i.e., when young people are moving up from one level of school to
another and going from one developmental stage to the next) due to the high
probability of making risky decisions in these phases.
• Provide referrals and access to other services. Transfers need to be accompanied by increased resources for schools, health centers, and other complementary services, because young peoples’ lack of access to these services will
undermine the incentive and reduce the quality of these services for the
entire youth population.
A considerable and growing body of evidence suggests that the effects of
incentives depend on how they are designed, the form in which they are given
(especially monetary or non-monetary), how they interact with intrinsic motivations and social motivations, and what happens after they are withdrawn.
Incentives do matter but can have various consequences, sometimes in
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 nexpected ways (Gneezy, Meier, and Rey-Biel 2011). As an example, a randomu
ized control trial of a large-scale program in Bogota, Columbia, involving 13,000
youth showed that conditional cash transfers for upper-secondary students
were particularly effective when the financial subsidy was deferred until
re-enrollment (with a 4 percent increase in secondary and a 9.4 percent in
tertiary) or until re-enrollment in a tertiary institution (a large 49 percent
increase) (de Hoyos et al. 2016a, 2016b).
It is important therefore to reflect on the specific behavior changes the program seeks to create, the possible incentive mechanisms that can drive these
changes, whether they need to be monetary, and how these can be framed and
instituted to have the necessary effect. The design of the programs offering
financial incentives must be careful to answer the following questions:
• For whom? Who is the program targeting (youth, parents, mentors, teachers,
schools, etc.) and on which criteria is it based (e.g., past academic experiences, motivation to progress, gender, other social barriers such as health
issues)?
• For what? Which actions or outcomes are to be rewarded? Is it those that
demonstrate positive behavior changes, such as enrolling in a school/course
or improvement in, say, one SEL element?
• To what extent (amount, how long)? Providing too much or too little financial aid can be detrimental to instituting behavioral changes. Similarly, time
periods for the provision matter.
• Which instrument?6 Consider the differences between scholarships and
bursaries (such as competitive vs. automatic assignment), and between cash
transfers and vouchers (such as conditional vs. unconditional payments).
• In what form? Framing the incentive appropriately is found to have significant effects on its uptake. Considerations include the number of choices,
default options, ordering of options, and timing and modalities of
engagement.
In sum, the current evidence of the impact of financial incentives indicates
moderate, short-run positive effects on some subgroups of students, at least
while the incentives are in place. There is clearer evidence for increasing attendance and enrolments, but mixed results on effort and achievements. Context
also plays a role: financial incentives work for some students but not for others
(e.g., as a function of gender, past academic achievement, or drive and motivation) (Gneezy, Meier, and Rey-Biel 2011).

Case management of the multiple needs of at-risk youth
As noted, research consistently suggests that at-risk youth and their families
have multiple needs and interrelated problems. These cannot be successfully
addressed by a single service or service provider. Indeed, the education system
and schools alone cannot respond to a myriad of issues such as child protection,
homelessness, and unemployment. A case management approach with service
integration can support clients with multiple needs to achieve the desired outcomes. This can include, for instance, individualized assessments and follow-ups
(using the case management approach) and referring at-risk students to specialized providers.
Service integration refers to procedures and structures that help several service agencies coordinate their efforts for a full range of services for at-risk youth
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and families. This involves interagency collaborations and partnerships as
common institutional arrangements. Formal collaborations and partnerships
can contribute by co-locating staff and extending referrals and coordination of
services. The following steps have been identified in this process:
• Identify the services needed. Evaluate the types of services available along
with the breadth and intensity of services required by the at-risk youth based
on local needs and resources.
• Build partnerships. Broad-based collaborations are best accomplished
through institutional arrangements and formal agreements (MOUs or
contracts) with providers that can have a major impact on client needs.
The providers may include schools, law enforcement, juvenile and family
courts, employers, social services, health and mental health services, among
others. Each collaborative may consist of colocated staff and may promote
service coordination and ensure that clients referred to different agencies are
provided services. More ad-hoc, informal, flexible, or trust-based arrangements may also be preferred.
• Share information and decision making. Partner organizations make concerted efforts during their formative stages to exchange information explicitly about the mission, services, flexibility, and limitations of each partner and
have parity in decision-making.
• Select the service site. Service provision, using institutions such as schools
or community centers or through mobile arrangements or home visits, will
depend on the nature of the service itself, and it should maintain a careful
balance between providing ease of access to learning opportunities and providing a safe, respectful and welcoming space.
• Provide centralized client intake and a shared facility. Setting up a centralized client intake, assessment, and referral system reduces service barriers
and increases usage. Such a centralized set-up creates opportunities for
cross-disciplinary staffing, joint fund-raising, and a sharing of resources and
co-locating of staff from a range of agencies in the same facility, on a full- or
part-time basis. It also enhances collaboration among practitioners and can
eliminate the need for youth to travel to different locations to obtain different
services.
• Staff interaction and development. This is the encouragement of formal and
informal interagency interactions to discuss client issues and changes in
needs, progress, and options for service provision. This kind of collaboration
can lead to professional development and growth for staff, better understanding of the capabilities and limitations of other agencies, and enhanced knowledge for accessing local resources.
• Design and use of evaluations effectively. Extensive early collaboration
with program personnel enables the evaluation measures to be more meaningful. Impact information should be tied to youth and family outcomes
rather than only to the services delivered.
Overall, local programs may face difficulties in implementing an integrated
slew of services, but there is evidence that it is possible through formalized,
active and colocated staffing, collaboration with joint objectives, effective targeting and management of caseloads, appropriate training and practice, and adaptive monitoring of outcomes (Morley and Rossman 1997).
Case management offers individualized support for identifying and providing
access to a wide array of services that can be customized to meet the specific
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needs of at-risk clients. The case team aims to determine service needs, provide
inter-agency linkages, and monitor service delivery and outcomes (Melaville and
Blank 1991; Morley and Rossman 1997). It makes use of service integration
through collaboratives and partnerships. At a minimum, it involves a limited
needs assessment of at-risk youth and the provision of referrals to appropriate
services. In its most extensive form, it would include detailed diagnostics, development of individual service plans, coordination with service providers and
referral services, crisis intervention or provision of emergency services, advocacy with schools and other institutions, and counseling and family outreach.
Effective case management requires relatively smaller caseloads as the needs of
clients increase. The case manager’s qualifications need to match the functional
requirements of the task (Morley and Rossman 1997). In general, the case manager and case team would: (1) work with youth and their families to determine
service needs; (2) provide inter-agency linkages, and (3) monitor service delivery
and outcomes (Melaville and Blank 1991). It is critical that diagnostics and
assessments of the young person take a positive youth development approach
and aim to measure both strengths and areas of improvement (Kerka 2006;
Luthar 2003; Ungar 2006).
A realist synthesis evaluation of 53 sources of empirical evidence and various comparative studies has found that case management works because of
the quality of the relationship between the client and the case manager or
case management team. These qualities include persistence, reliability, intimacy, and respect (Bedell, Cohen, and Sullivan 2000; Coldwell and Bender
2007; Gronda 2009; Morse 1999; Wolff et al. 1997). To deliver comprehensive
and practical support, evidence further identifies some key dimensions in the
case manager’s relationship with at-risk youth that must be actively managed
during programing:
• Genuine caring. A genuine emotional connection creates a relationship
through the intimate nature of some case management activities, such as
accompanying to doctor’s appointments and advising in financial management. Hence, intimacy is both an unavoidable part of these activities to
deliver comprehensive, practical support and a key element of the emotional bond. This generates challenging issues in practice, such as emotional ambiguity, power differences, professional boundaries and
expectations, and differing perspectives of clients and workers (Angell
and Mahoney 2007; Beresford, Croft, and Adshead 2007; Dickson-Gomez
et al. 2007).
• Relevant skills. To be effective, the case management relationship relies on
highly skilled staff with advanced assessment, communication, and relationship skills, relevant field experience of regular supervision, and access to different resources that can offer specialist support (for example, expertise in
psychiatric and substance use issues) (Gronda 2009).
• Multi-disciplinary effort. The empirical evidence is not conclusive about
whether an individual or a team-based support is better for case
management, but higher complexity tends to demand multidisciplinary
efforts. Comparative research shows that the direct provision of comprehensive, practical support produces better client outcomes than brokerage
or referral to other services.
• Self-care capacity. Case management must integrate and balance the multiple and individualized needs of at-risk youth, providing direction to a variety
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of service providers, and building the capacity of clients for self-care. Although
this approach is time- and resource-intensive in the medium term, it is
cost-effective because it increases a person’s self-care capacity and consequently reduces other long-run systemic expenditures. Further, the support
duration must be individually negotiated based on the assistance required,
the satisfaction of minimum needs, and a realistic level of self-care as an outcome goal (Gronda 2009).
In the next section, we discuss the potential role and contextual relevance of
the interventions identified so far by reviewing for whom and in what contexts
these can work, and present some ways to address the varied learning needs of
all youths, including those facing multiple adversities.

FOR WHOM AND IN WHAT CONTEXTS DO REENGAGEMENT
INTERVENTIONS WORK?
Determining for whom and in what context interventions work is crucial to
achieve the expected education reengagement of at-risk youth. Adaptations are
needed even in programs that have been successfully evaluated elsewhere. We
assert this because
(1) t he characteristics of the youth facing severe adversities and the environments in which they live and interact facilitate or inhibit program interventions and their impact;
(2) at-risk youth inherently experience cumulative risks (in terms of type, level
and variety of risks);
(3) a mix of interventions along with at least one stable and supportive relationship and positive connections in various settings are essential for these youth
to cope; and
(4) evidence suggests that permeable education systems,7 multiple educational
pathways, and varied platforms of engagement together constitute an
ecosystem for the effective service delivery of a reengagement program.
Needs and interventions for at-risk youth may differ not only due to individual characteristics, but also because of dynamic life contexts. This
person-context characteristic must be understood to design and adapt the
core and enabling interventions discussed earlier (mentoring, psychosocial
support, etc.).

Person-context characteristics and interactions moderate
program impact
A constellation of individual and environmental risk factors affects positive
youth development (Luthar 2003). Some researchers argue that we cannot
assume homogeneity across global populations in terms of the response by
young people facing seemingly similar risks and in their ability to use a predefined set of assets. While aspects of healthy functioning such as self-efficacy,
hope, participation, sense of belonging, and identity are properties inherent in all
individuals, unchecked risks in context can inhibit their expression (Cartwright
2007; Cartwright and Hardie 2012; Luthar 2003; Ungar 2008).
To understand how the variability in the settings in which young people face
risks affects their ability to bounce back, Ungar (2006) conducted a

Evidence on School Engagement and Reengagement: What Works, How & Why, for Whom, and in What Contexts?

|

BOX 4.3

Case example: How person-context characteristics moderate intervention
effectiveness
Quotations of two participants in the International
Resilience Project led by Michael Ungar highlight
how person-context characteristics moderate how
interventions play out and their effectiveness.
Sasha, a 17-year-old teenage mother from Winnipeg,
Canada, explains that her school and teacher are the
most important factors contributing to her success: “The
guidance counsellor right now at my school was my
teacher last year, and at the time I had an eight-month-old
son, and it was really hard for me to get to school and to do
well and stuff. I had a big attitude when I came. And one
day I decided I wasn’t going to come to school no more and
I told my teacher, Pat, and she just said that everything
was going to be okay if I made it okay and that she would
help me every day to get to school. She would pick me up.
She would phone me. She would give me bus tickets. She
bought my son a sled and she just told me it was going to
be okay. And I came, and I did it and I finished the whole
year...if she wasn’t there I would have just probably
dropped out.”
A second teenaged mother, Akili, from Njoro
Tanzania, an impoverished community at the base of
Kilimanjaro, provides a very different account of what
contributes to a young woman’s resilience: “I am not
independent as I still depend on my mother. Previously,

I was depending on my father and my mother, but since
I got pregnant my father deserted me and he doesn’t like to
see me... I depend on my mother for everything…. The
main protector of my life is myself and it is not proper to
disturb my mother. I feel as I made a mistake of getting
pregnant before the right time, I have to take care of
myself... My mother is helping me to get employed so that
I can live a good life... If I have money I think I can solve
my problems. I have no money because I am not running
any business… My goals are to have a job or a business
which will let me rent my own room, where I can live with
my child, so that I can depend on my own instead of
depending on my mother.”
While the first experience highlights the teacher
and school as key success factors, in the second case
it is the mother and access to opportunity that are
identified as pivotal to success. Traditional schooling may be relevant for Akili, but micro-enterprise
grants are potentially a better way to engage her in a
productive activity while also creating pathways
for learning. The different success factors in the
experiences of these two teenage mothers highlight
the importance of understanding contextual
nuances necessary to ensure that intervention
designs work.

Source: Ungar 2006, p. 54.

mixed-methods investigation of resilience of over 1,500 youth (694 males = 47.9
percent; 757 females = 52.1 percent, mean age = 16 years, SD = 2.653) in 14 communities in 11 countries8 across five continents. This investigation, called the
International Resilience Project, examined global as well as culturally and contextually specific aspects of risk and resilience (both outcomes and processes) in
youth, the mediating factors associated with resilience, and localized definitions
of positive outcomes (see box 4.3). The study found that even when faced with
similar adversities, there is significant variation across cultures in how youth
cope. These differences led to the identification of seven “tensions” in any context—from the perspective of at-risk youth—which can inhibit or facilitate recovery, functioning, and positive change in the face of adversities:
(1) A
 ccess to material resources: Availability of financial, educational, medical
and employment assistance and/or opportunities and access to food, clothing, and shelter;
(2) Relationships: With peers and adults within one’s family and community;
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(3) Identity: Personal and collective sense of purpose, self-appraisal of strengths
and weaknesses, aspirations, beliefs, and values, including spiritual and religious identity;
(4) Power and control: Experiences of caring for one’s self and others; the ability to
affect change in one’s social and physical environment to access resources;
(5) Cultural adherence: Adherence to local and/or global cultural practices,
values, and beliefs;
(6) Social justice: Finding a meaningful role in community and social equality; and
(7) Cohesion: Balancing one’s personal interests with a sense of responsibility to
the greater good; feeling part of something larger than oneself, socially and
spiritually.
Ungar’s international study offers a frame to study cultural and contextual
influences and how these can affect proposed programs and interventions for
at-risk and out-of-school youth. Does this context provide access to material
resources, to relationships, and to a sense of identify and cultural adherence?
What are the power and control issues, who makes decisions, who is included
and excluded, and how do these tensions lead to social justice or injustices and
to social cohesion or lack thereof? Rather than controlling for contextual variables in the analysis, these can be embraced by understanding how interventions for youth influence and are influenced in these seven areas. Including
context in any type of interventions analysis (including impact analysis) can
contribute to more culturally and contextually grounded designs of future programs or to adaptations of existing interventions designed and evaluated elsewhere (Cartwright and Hardie 2012).
At a broader level, from the perspective of supply- and demand-side constraints faced by out-of-school youth, other studies can also provide an image of
contextual differences to take into account within and across countries
(Cunningham et al. 2008b; de Hoyos, Rogers, and Szekely 2016; Mauro and
Mitra 2015; Inoue et al. 2015). Not surprisingly, research finds strong linkages
between a country’s socioeconomic and demographic characteristics and the
magnitude of its out-of-school youth population. Those living in poverty, from
rural households, or belonging to ethnic minorities are more likely to be exposed
to greater levels of risk. The incidence of out-of-school youth is also found to be
lower in countries that spend a larger share of their gross domestic product on
education and have adequate public provision of secondary education. Countries
with high population growth rates also tend to experience a higher incidence of
out-of-school youth. Strong formal labor markets and the availability of stable
jobs encourage more young people (or their parents) to choose school over
work. Moreover, social norms and expectations around gender roles are important factors influencing young people’s life experiences and decisions on continuing and completing education and participating in the labor market. When
a larger share of the labor force holds wage and salaried jobs, youth tend to
attend and stay in school, reminding one that labor policies, education policies,
and the business climate in a country are deeply connected to one another.

Need for a comprehensive intervention mix, supportive
relationships, and connections in multiple settings
For young people experiencing a cumulative and complex set of risks across different levels of a social context, it is unlikely that a “magic bullet” of interventions will be found (Masten and Coatsworth 1998) that will lead to consistently
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significant program impact. Evidence suggests successful programs require a
mix of adaptable interventions. Yet some underlying common mechanisms, such
as positive and supportive relations, emerge as generalizable across contexts.
Comprehensive interventions for young people at risk appear to work better
with respect to both positive and negative outcomes when goals include the promotion of competence and positive achievements, in addition to protection
against negative outcomes (Cicchetti et al. 2000; Masten 2001; Masten and
Powell 2003). For those facing high to severe levels of risk, a targeted mix of
protective and promotive interventions is necessary—protective against risks
and promotive of assets and resources. Also, increasing promotive factors has the
same effect as reducing risks, because they are on the same dimension for most
youth most of the time. But protective and promotive processes in one context
may prove to be risky in another (Sameroff, Gutman, and Peck 2003).
Positive and supportive relationships and connections in multiple settings
are important for every young person. The capacity to adapt and thrive despite
adversity develops through the interaction of supportive relationships,
gene expression, and adaptive biological systems (Shonkoff et al. 2015). Positive
engagement provided in two or more settings is more likely to enhance positive
and reduce negative developmental outcomes, whereas in only a single setting it
may be insufficient to produce similar outcomes even when interventions are
targeted (such as toward the family, school, or peer group) (Sameroff, Gutman,
and Peck 2003; Seidman and Pederson 2003). In settings where adults can communicate a sense of relatedness and foster autonomy, youth are more likely to
become engaged (Allen et al. 1994).
Overall, the reliable presence of at least one supportive relationship and multiple opportunities for developing effective coping skills emerge as essential to
building the capacity for youth to do well in the face of significant adversity.

Flexible learning pathways create opportunities and reduce
learning barriers
Flexibility to access quality learning opportunities is important for all learners.
The main principle of offering multiple pathways, multiple entry points, and
various modalities of engagement into education is to offer choices, not close
doors. Inbar and Sever (1989) have suggested three basic criteria for genuine
reengagement frameworks, namely that they should (1) be accessible for
all; (2) be effective in improving educational attainment; and (3) provide the
same/similar opportunities for success that conventional education opportunities provide. When youth have the opportunity and support to carve their own
educational pathways, this is likely to increase their engagement and motivation
and help them develop a sense of ownership of their future and an empowering
belief in their self-efficacy. Moreover, being actively involved in developing one’s
own goals and plans creates the opportunity to develop the skills needed to continue to plan and manage one’s future life.
Out-of-school young people facing significant levels of adversity need specialized support to develop tailored career and learning plans based on
individualized interest and learning styles. These tailored approaches should
include, access to assessment and need-based special education and other social
and health related supports. Flexible options can range from programs delivered
outside normal study hours, through distance or blended learning, to opportunities for work and study, such as apprenticeships (CEDEFOP 2017). Addressing
the high variability in the risk profile of vulnerable youth, in terms of type, level
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and variety of risks, requires adaptability in the quantum and types of support.
Multiple and permeable educational pathways and flexible platforms of education engagement can reduce barriers of time, location, and pace of learning.9
Examples of multiple and permeable educational re-entry pathways

Systematic provision of multiple and permeable pathways in education systems enables individuals to personalize their learning choices and experiences.
Out-of-school youth need educational options that are feasible, interesting,
and sufficiently challenging to utilize their assets effectively (Ungar 2008). In
a 2008 OFSTED survey of 29 secondary schools in the United Kingdom covering 32,987 students, 3,404 students (78 percent) of 4,347 students who had
been identified previously as disaffected (chronic absenteeism, aggressive, and
disruptive) were re-engaged successfully using a multicomponent intervention approach including outreach, parental engagement, mentoring, and integrated services. The selected schools had shown a decrease in absenteeism and
had a record of sustained good practices in re-engaging young people. One of
the findings was that successful efforts involved actively personalizing the curriculum, such as by using part-time college courses, revision courses, and offsite experiences, and by incorporating local languages in the pedagogic
practice, establishing different forms of authentic accreditations, and offering
incentives and rewards.
A longitudinal three-cohort study of re-engaging early-school-leaving
Australian youth into education, by Polidano, Tabasso and Tseng (2015), found
that second-chance programs that encourage an early return to study (that is,
reducing the amount of time out of education) and that help youth develop
post-education career plans may be more effective than programs that
concentrate only on improving numeracy and literacy scores. Other studies
(Gutherson, Davies, and Daszkiewicz 2011; Myconos 2014) do signify the need to
address literacy and numeracy skills besides vocationally relevant and “applied”
skills, while making the case for flexible, individually-tailored and multimodal
support based on the youth’s goals and aspirations.
On the supply side, ensuring the provision of needs-based engagement pathways and additional support that can break down barriers to learning requires
serious policy commitment. It also requires sustainable funding support catalyzed by both public and private sector provisioning and vibrant partnership
networks between schools, businesses, and communities. These flexible pathways must be aligned to youth’s transition needs, because getting this pathway
design right will enable the transitions, which are complex and multifaceted.
Hence, the following need to be recognized (see figure 4.1):
• The pathways are not unidirectional for all young people. Youth facing
many risks and building resilience often go through a ‘yo-yo’ process, whereby
movements can reverse or shift in other directions based on extraneous factors related to family, peers, political turmoil, or personal aspirations and
self-perceptions.
• The pathways are not always visible and clearly accessible. The path of
progress through school and then from school to work does not have clear
milestones and access routes. Instead, for young people facing severe adversities, there is a dynamic relation between the supply of multiple pathways
and entry points and individual and contextual factors that affect their ability
to navigate and negotiate their way to their goals.
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FIGURE 4.1

Flexible education reengagement pathways

Out-of-school,
at-risk
adolescents
and
youth

1
2

Reengagement 3
process

Multiple and varied
educational credentials
High school degree or
equivalent,
recognized diploma,
industry and occupational
certifications,
internships, apprenticeships,
post-secondary options,
college and university

Reengagement pathways are
1 Reversible and bidirectional
2 Not always clearly visible and accessible
3 Have low predictability and equitability in outcomes
Source: World Bank representation based on Ross and Gray 2005.

• The pathway outcomes are difficult to predict and not always equitable.
The traditional path of progress through school and then from school to work
has a fixed destination. However, for youth willing to re-engage, the outcomes
are a function of their resilience, the labor market conditions, and other contextual and individual risk factors (Clayton et al. 2010; Ross and Gray 2005).
In Australia, there is well-regarded diversity in the provision of flexible
learning pathways in terms of program structure, the types of credentials and
activities offered, and the characteristics of the at-risk young people that these
programs cater to. A meta-analytic review by Te Riele (2014) of the access and
diversity of flexible learning programs in Australia—concerning their outcomes,
interventions, and mechanisms for disadvantaged youth—recognizes the need
for non-traditional pathways (often referred to in the literature as alternative,
second-chance, flexible, or reengagement education programs) to achieve the
policy goals of educational attainment and to improve productivity while meeting the needs of the young people for whom mainstream schools are inaccessible, disengaging, and/or obstructive. Te Riele’s review included a systematic
database of 913 programs covering 70,000 students per year (age >11 years, July
2014) selected based on the following criteria: use of an adaptive approach, provision of recognized secondary-school level credentials, targeting disadvantaged youth at risk of non-completion and early school leavers, and focused on
learning with choice of attendance. The key findings were:
• The primary target group of these flexible programs is the 15–19 year age
cohort who are at risk of non-completion or are early school leavers. Over
40 percent of the programs target the 15–19-year age group while about 200
programs cater to the 11–14-year group and the 15–19-year group. A very small
number (<20) focus on the full spectrum of students from age 11 to 20+ years.
Over 600 programs focus on early school leavers and over 200 programs
focus on suspended/expelled youth. There are also specialized programs that
 regnant women,
cater to a wide range of needs such as for the homeless, p
young parents, refugees and indigenous people.
• There are three structural arrangements. Programs are fairly evenly
distributed across three arrangements–within schools, within VET institutes
(called Technical and Further Education or TAFE) and community colleges,
and as stand-alone programs (in 2014). While TAFE, community colleges, and

|

59

60

|

Back to School

stand-alone programs usually lead to directly earning recognized school-level
credentials, the within-school programs offer indirect (nontraditional) ways to
earn the same. Most programs are quite small (fewer than 100 students).
• There are multiple levels and types of credentials. There is variability
among programs in terms of the number and choice of credentials offered.
Programs offer only junior secondary-level certificates (at three levels, with
about 400+ sites) or only senior secondary-level certificates (at two levels,
with about 200 sites) or both (about 300+ sites). There are also equivalent
qualification certificates offered at every level, such as a Certificate in General
Education for Adults or a Tertiary Preparation certificate.
• The curriculum includes both vocational education and training (VET)
and learning activities responsive to students’ needs and goals. About
50 percent of the reviewed programs offer formal and accredited VET courses
covering a wide array of industries, such as sports, information and communication technology (ICT), construction, community health, and hospitality.
The remainder offer nonaccredited VET certificates. Eight out of nine
programs offer literacy, numeracy, and life skills and about one-third offer
mentoring and job seeking services.
FIGURE 4.2

Framework of quality in flexible learning programs in Australia

Actions
- Create meaningful
learning opportunities
- Provide significant
learning supports
- Build genuine and caring
relationships
- Provide practical
support for life
- Engage with community
- Reflect and innovate

Principles
- Commitment to each
student’s needs, interests
and rights
- Recognition that every young
person has strengths
- Valuing life and learning as
meaningfully connected
- Responsibility for
empowering and
transformative
education

Valued outcomes
- Better futures
- Positive learning outcomes
- Personal growth and well-being
- Community recognition
- Community contribution
Conditions
- Flexibility
- Systemic support
and resources
- Engaged, knowledgeable staff
- Shared vision
- Productive partnerships

Source: The Victoria Institute (Te Riele 2014). Used with permission; further permission required for reuse.
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• Framework of quality in flexible learning programs. Te Riele’s (2014)
review identifies four dimensions of flexible programs (see figure 4.2): valued
outcomes, actions, principles, and conditions relevant for youth facing multiple adversities that need to be contextually adapted and operationalized in
multiple ways. Interestingly, this framework renders support to the findings
of this study on what and how interventions work. Some barriers to engagement, retention, and transition have also been identified and include the status of vocational and technical education, logistical problems, the high costs
of supporting alternative programs and associated funding issues, and a lack
of data to accurately monitor engagement, completions and transitions for
further study or employment (Clayton et al. 2010).
Blended learning platforms offer flexibility and personalization

Research suggests that children and youth learn best in environments where
they feel safe and free to explore and learn, and where they have secure relationships with caring and responsive adults. The modalities of delivering
content and skills have expanded in recent years from face-to-face and asynchronous distance learning platforms to online and digital platforms. This is
especially important for youth who cannot attend a full-time, center-based
educational program. The learning environments are influenced by the
modalities of engagement and interactions, hence they deserve attention,
especially for students facing significantly higher risks and less supportive
environments.
Open education is a system of teaching and learning that makes study materials (open education resources) freely available to students. The materials typically include textbooks, quizzes, class exercises, videos, and other learning
objects. These are usually openly licensed, that is, they can be retained, reused,
revised, remixed, and redistributed freely. Distance education is a subset of open
education that has the goal of reaching students with constraints to access.10
Distance education and, more recently, online learning are viewed as ‘anytime,
anywhere’ education, having five distinguishing instructional qualities (Keegan
1996; Rekkedal et al. 2003):
(1)	
Location: Quasi-permanent separation of teacher and learner;
(2)	Systemic student support and resources: Influence of an educational organization in planning, preparation, and provision of student support;
(3) ICT tools: Use of technical media, computers and digital networks for course
content;
(4)	Communication channels: Provision of one-way or two-way communication;
and
(5)	Group learning opportunities: Quasi-permanent absence of colocated
learning groups; can be either asynchronous or synchronous.
Researchers have compared the effectiveness of open/distance education to
classroom instruction. Bernard and colleagues (2014) have identified 16 major
meta-analyses undertaken since the year 2000 to assess the differences between
classroom-based instruction and distance education/online learning. The broad
consensus across studies is that there is little difference in the effectiveness of
the instructional forms of distance education (including online learning) compared with classroom-based instruction. The average ES are 0.00 for distance
education (both synchronous and asynchronous) and 0.05–0.15 for online
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learning, which is similar to that of classroom-based instruction. Arguably, there
is wide variability among studies, from those strongly favoring distance education to those favoring classroom-based instruction, making it relatively difficult
to draw strong conclusions about effectiveness yet. Further, quantitative interpretation of the nuances of what works has also been difficult. For example, evidence is so far inconclusive on what specifically is effective—is it the distance,
the media, the instructional strategies, or some combination of these? How these
factors work is also unclear.
There is qualitative evidence on the benefits and value of online learning for
both at-risk students and the education programs serving them (Bernard et al.
2014). The value-added is especially accrued by at-risk youth, as evidenced by
increased enrolment and time spent on learning activities. From the analysis of
case studies on online learning courses for at-risk students by Watson and Gemin
(2008), we can identify some of the desirable characteristics of online learning
programs and the challenges these address for at-risk youth.
• Increased flexibility can help recover lost time and reduce the social stigma
they may face in a face-to-face classroom setting.
• Improved access to the hard-to-reach and underserved regions can
provide resources and instructors that are not locally available.
• Increased mobility reduces the opportunity costs of being in school during a
specific time and place.
• Individualized and self-paced instruction and learning are particularly
valuable to at-risk students, who may associate education with difficulties
and stress, compounded by learning deadlines imposed by arbitrary calendars or institutional hours.
• Rigorous curriculum and appropriate course management technology to
enable effective learning through a supportive medium for interaction with
the teacher(s), the content, and peers while also providing exposure to computers and technology.
• Systematic assessments including diagnostic testing to demonstrate prior
subject knowledge, continuous checks for understanding, and opportunities
to demonstrate mastery before moving to new content.
• Continuous and multiple pathways to accumulate course credits provide
both motivation and feedback to engage, retain, and complete the program
using innovative instructional and assessment design in course management
technology.
• Credits for accumulated experience, such as work or community service,
allow students to be engaged in valuable diverse learning activities while also
making this experience count toward graduation.
• A significant face-to face component provides expanded reengagement
support through evening, night, or weekend classes as at-risk out-of-school
students are non-traditional and need additional nudges and incentives
for educational participation and continuation.
Notably, online platforms are particularly scalable and able to expand more
easily than programs based entirely on brick-and-mortar classrooms. Yet the
flexibility and open nature of distance education is not only an asset but also a
risk and, therefore, has to be carefully managed. The technology-mediated
setting limits youths’ social interactions and hence also their opportunities for
protective and promotive engagement through the PSS essential for vulnerable
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youth. Further, an online and distance learning modality is less likely to be suitable for concepts and subject areas that require demonstrations and practice of
physical skills and heavy social interactions, such as the performing arts, fine
arts, and vocational skills.
Simpson (2013) found that there is a ‘distance education deficit’ with many
distance institutions having less than one-quarter of the graduation rates of conventional institutions. One reason identified for the deficit is a confusion between
teaching and learning. Online / distance education programs have traditionally
focused excessively on the provision of teaching materials and have overlooked
student motivation to learn. There is accumulating evidence that a blended
approach (distance and face-to-face) can support motivation to complete studies, reduce dropout rates, and offer flexible options for those who have already
left. Arguably, for at-risk out-of-school students the need for motivation and
social interactions is significantly higher, hence they are more likely to engage in
a blended- learning environment.
A strong and growing evidence base supports the effectiveness of the
blended-learning approach to strengthen both distance education/online learning and classroom instruction. Blended learning can be defined as “the combination of instruction from two separate models of teaching and learning: traditional
face-to-face learning systems and distributed learning systems” (Graham 2005).
While open/distance education offers students varying levels of flexibility of
time, place, path, and pace, the face-to-face interactions with peers and instructors strengthen self-efficacy and performance expectations (Wu, Tennyson and
Hsia 2010).
A meta-analysis (Means et al. 2013) of blended learning programs found that
students in these learning conditions significantly outperform fully face-to-face
classroom-based instruction where no blending occurred (ES = 0.35). Students
in both collaborative interactive learning and teacher-directed expository
instructional conditions significantly outperformed those engaged only in active
self-study. Learners in undergraduate courses seemed to benefit more from
blended learning than graduate students. Further, more time in online instruction (as compared to time spent face-to-face) produced a relatively higher
weighted average effect size on outcomes, and longer-duration blended learning
treatments were more effective than shorter ones.
Another meta-analysis (Bernard et al. 2014), covering 96 blended programs
from 1990 to 2000, defined blending as 50 percent of student time spent on
classroom-based instruction and 50 percent spent on online learning. That
analysis produced a random weighted average effect size of 0.334, similar to
the findings by Means et al. (2013). It concluded that improvements in achievement related to blended learning are significantly greater than zero but are
limited by confounding effects, as the other meta-analysis also showed.
Qualitative studies suggest that the blended learning environment helps students find value in goal-setting, strategic planning, self-reflection and self-
regulation, in addition to remedial academic content and self-learning skills.
While there is stronger emerging evidence on the benefits and effectiveness of
blended learning environments, there is also ongoing research on how such
environments need to be set up and what features they should incorporate for
the target group under consideration.
Although based on a small sample, another study assessing the potential of
e-learning to support reengagement among 16–18-year-old young people whose
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status was ‘not in education, employment or training’ (NEET) provides evidence
that the following may be effective (Passey, Williams and Rogers 2008):
• Facilities using mobile technologies to support contact with personal advisers, not just for arranging meetings but also for providing key information;
• Websites that provide ideas, information and guidance on available opportunities, along with examples of other young people’s experiences and s uccesses,
in visual, auditory, and textual formats for inclusive access; and
• Wide use of ICT to cover aspects such as online testing, interactive digital
resources or games focusing on specific skills, research, data recording and
numeracy work, portfolio work, presentations, report writing, written work
and literacy work, creating CVs and application letters, evidence gathering,
and recording practice using digital cameras and video, and in creative media
workshops.

WHY THESE INTERVENTIONS WORK: ACCUMULATED
EVIDENCE FROM MULTIPLE DISCIPLINES
Substantive evidence from different fields of science help us infer why the above
interventions and processes work to generate positive outcomes in at-risk youth.
This section provides a summary of the fields of study that help understand the
science behind the underlying mechanisms of mentoring and psychosocial and
financial support, as well as outreach and referral services, for student, family,
and community engagement.

Mentoring and resilience
The mentoring approach is rooted in a resilience-oriented framework. Resilience
is the capacity of youth to recover from, continue to function during, and make
positive change through adversity (Ungar 2008). From the resilience perspective,
the mentoring relationship is thought to provide a protective influence by helping youth overcome the risk factors to achieve successful outcomes (Randolph
and Johnson 2008). In Turkey, a study revealed that high expectations from
home, caring relationships and high expectations at school, and peer caring relationships were the prominent external protective factors that predicted academic
resilience (Gizir and Aydin 2009). Another instance is evidence from random
controlled trials of the Advancing Adolescents program, which shows that those
with higher trauma exposure benefited most from program participation and
that participation had beneficial impacts both on symptoms of insecurity and
distress and on emotional and behavioral difficulties (Panter-Brick et al. 2018).

Psychosocial support and neuroscience
PSS-based interventions are substantiated by studies related to cognitive, affective, and behavioral competencies. PSS programs have a significantly positive
effect on the development of the cognitive skills necessary for learning through
the development of relevant social and emotional competencies, namely
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and
responsible decision-making (INEE 2016). The field of cognitive neuroscience
clarifies how PSS-based interventions work. The malleability/plasticity of the
brain between early childhood and adolescence provides an important second
window of opportunity for a young person to develop the full range of
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s ophisticated social and emotional skills required to manage their student and
adult life (Blakemore and Mills 2014; Casey 2015; Crone and Dahl 2012). Since
these are competencies, rather than character traits, these can be learnt and
developed through explicit teaching and opportunities for practice and reflection (Main and Whatman 2016). There is extensive evidence from a wide range
of promotion, prevention and treatment interventions that youth can be taught
personal and social skills (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning 2005; Commission on Positive Youth Development 2005; Durlak and
Weissberg 2007; Greenberg et al. 2003).

Community mobilization, youth outreach, and
clinical psychology
The youth outreach process often uses the Stages of Change Model (also called
the Transtheoretical Model) from the field of psychotherapy and clinical
psychology. It can be described as an integrative, biopsychosocial model to
conceptualize the process of intentional behavior change (Knoll 2012;
Prochaska, Redding and Evers 2002; Prochaska 2013). It assumes that change in
behavior, especially habitual behavior, occurs continuously through a cyclical
and intentional process. The progress cycle involves five stages of change:
(1) precontemplation (denial and lack of intention to make changes in the
foreseeable future due to lack of information or multiple unsuccessful attempts),
(2) contemplation (increased awareness of the pros and cons of making changes,
experiences of profound ambivalence and procrastination), (3) preparation/
determination (a developed intention to take action in the immediate future),
(4) action (observable and overt modifications made), and (5) maintenance
(reduced temptations for relapse and develop confidence in the modified experiences). The outreach worker’s role is to kick-start the process of intentional
change by providing the information, nudges, and pushes to move the at-risk
youth from precontemplation to action. After the first step, interventions such
as focused mentoring, PSS, and financial support can kick in.

Financial support and behavioral economics
Financial assistance conditions an intervention to encourage and induce a range of
behaviors, such as school enrolment and attendance, accessing basic health services, and active seeking of employment. Financial support is not a silver bullet. It
must contribute to other interventions to encourage and support the successful
participation of disadvantaged students in education (Reed and Hurd 2016). There
is an ample and growing body of knowledge from the psychology of incentives and
behavioral economics on the effect of financial incentives on human behavior,
although the evidence of what works and how is not yet conclusive in the context
of education. The traditional view is that incentives and effort are positively correlated and that in general, a rational decision maker would prefer more options.
But based on contextual inferences in education, there are anomalies in this traditionalist view of the impact of incentives, such as paying too much or too little or
providing too many options. These anomalies can be driven by many factors, such
as loss aversion, cognitive dissonance, a prompt for implementation intention,
self-prophecy effect, adverse effects of stress induced by unusually high stakes, the
sunk cost fallacy, etc.11 It is also important to consider the impact of a financial
incentive on extrinsic and intrinsic motivational factors12 as young people progress
from reengagement towards completion.
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Learning environments and social cognitive theory
The choice of a learning platform has a direct effect on the learning environment
that is experienced by a learner. The rationale underpinning the choice of a
learning platform (such as online, face-to-face, or blended) lies in social cognitive theory, which posits that environments influence an individual’s self-efficacy
and performance expectations. Self-efficacy can be defined as self-belief and
confidence in one’s capability, leading to higher performance expectations and
higher resilience and perseverance in confronting obstacles (Bandura 1986).
Various studies of blended learning environments indicate an overall positive
relationship between student perceptions of their satisfaction levels and their
achievement, social presence, and collaborative learning experiences (Owston,
York and Murtha 2013; So and Brush 2008; Wu, Tennyson and Hsia 2010).

Protective and promotive supports and resilience
Different fields of study (in psychology, sociology, institutions, etc.) can contribute to explain the need for a set of diverse interventions for youth facing extreme
life adversities. The empirical studies of Ungar and Liebenberg (2005, 2009)
with at-risk youth in more than 12 countries linked resilience outcomes of
youth—their the capacity to recover, continue to perform and positively change
in the face of adversity—to their capacity to navigate their way to diverse
resources that sustain well-being: protection, education, guidance, health services, and employment opportunities. Programs that provide access to such a
diverse set of services and involve multiple actors and resources, including mentors, individualized plans, partnerships, and referrals, are complex. Also, laying
a long-term sustainable foundation involves generating the skills for self-care
and empowerment of youth.
Resilience evidence also points to both protective and promotive services.
Protection is considered the first level of policy intervention to minimize exposure to risks, for example, through income assistance, child protection, or other
services to satisfy the minimum needs of a child/youth. Yet resilience research
also suggests that interventions must be promotive as well, by increasing a people’s capacity to deter risk, to build relationships, and to utilize their assets to
reduce vulnerability. Building both protective and promotive factors associated
with resilience into the interventions would build a pathway towards well-being
from a situation of adversity (Khanlou and Wray 2014).

LOCATING THE COMPLEX EVIDENCE: WHAT, HOW, WHY,
FOR WHOM, AND IN WHAT CONTEXTS?
Our methodological framework (see figure 3.1 in chapter 3) guided the review of
the available evidence for supporting at-risk adolescents and youth to re-engage
in educational and other protective and promotive activities and has yielded a
range of interventions. We conclude our findings from the literature by integrating the evidence on what works, how, why, for whom and in what context. Figure
4.3 presents our synthesis. This framework allows us to move from the initial
results concerning what interventions had positive effect sizes (mentoring and
PSS) and build more complex causal and associative links between the interventions and the education reengagement outcomes.
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FIGURE 4.3

Methodological framework: Reengaging at-risk and out-of-school adolescents and youth
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The above apparatus helped cull out a theory of change that
1. Identifies mentoring and psychosocial support as the core
interventions and others as enabling ones
2. Provides a framework for profiling risk characteristics and
identifying broader systemic interventions
3. Helps identify the generalizable underlying mechanisms of
the reengagement process to guide design
4. Supports policy dialogue and program design by guiding
the choice of inputs and activities

Source: World Bank analysis.

In the next chapter, we use this completed framework to draw together
the interconnections and interdependencies between the various aspects of
the complex development phenomena of reengagement and begin to propose
theories of change that can inform policy, program design and
implementation.

NOTES
1. Effect size (ES) is a standardized, scale-free measure of the relative size of the effect of an
intervention and is useful to quantify effects measured on unfamiliar or arbitrary scales and
for comparing the relative sizes of effects from different studies (Coe 2002).
2. Cohen offered a rule of thumb, namely that effect sizes less than 0.2 are “small” while those
greater than 0.8 are considered “large” (1992). Researchers argue that Cohen’s scale is not
applicable for positive youth development interventions.
3. The analysis excluded interventions such as peer tutoring and mentoring by mental health
professionals.
4. This study focused on homeless youth receiving mandated services such as child welfare,
mental health, probation, or services where there was no alternative residential care for
homeless youth, that is, focusing on at-risk young people. Even when the engagement process begins voluntarily, the nature of the relationship that at-risk youth seek complements

5 Test the theory of change
(1) Conduct iterative, small-scale,
evidence-based experiments to
determine how the program
elements can be tweaked to
improve the design for effectively
'scaling up' implementation and
create significant impact
(2) Refine the design choice of the
operational elements of the
program such as the terms of
reference of an outreach worker,
location of the facilitating unit,
framing of a financial incentive

6

Conduct program-level impact
evaluation

Program outcomes
Socioemotional skills: positive change
in social and emotional indicators
Education participation: awareness,
reenrolment, persistent engagement,
and completion
Protection: availability, access, and
quality of financial, health and social
welfare services
Academic performance: academic
outcomes and attainment level
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the findings by Pawson (2006). Hence, we use these findings as an extension to define different types of mentor skills.
5. Young people like to influence decisions that affect them (Barnes 2007; McLeod 2010) and
negotiate professional boundaries. This could be simple decisions such as the location and
timing of meetings (Ungar et al. 2012) or be more far-reaching decisions such as planning
their credit recovery (Deci et al. 1994). For example, students can have graduation plans
outlining the exact number of courses they need along with options for accelerated credit
recovery that teachers could recommend supporting students’ individual needs, abilities,
and interest to meet graduation requirements. Providing such flexible options to support
the development of students’ interest, ability, and perceived control over their learning
outcomes helps build at-risk students’ autonomy and increases their engagement
(Deci et al. 1994).
6. For example, financial incentives such as scholarships and bursaries, conditional cash
transfers and vouchers have all been used and tested for effectiveness. Scholarships are
traditionally associated with competitive financial awards made to high-performing
student applicants (based on a predetermined metric). Bursaries are non-competitive
financial provisions made to students who are in financial need and get applied
automatically. Conditional cash transfers are financial support provided to the family of
the beneficiary on the condition that certain agreed-upon conditions are met. Vouchers are
government issued funding certificates provided to the beneficiary students and his/her
family which can be redeemed at a school of his/her choice to incentivize competition and
improve service provision in the education marketplace.
7. Flexible and permeable education systems enable learners to move within and across education, training and employment. Flexibility means that young people can adapt their learning pathway as they go along, to suit their interests and abilities. Permeability means that
young people can progress to programs at higher levels and take forward their long-term
career, avoiding requirements to restart and repeat, regardless of the pathway they have
chosen. Flexibility in the delivery and timing of learning opportunities means that young
people who have other demands on their time can return to learning and continue to work
toward their chosen qualification (CEDEFOP 2017).
8. Sites included Sheshatshiu, an aboriginal community in Northern Canada; Hong Kong, SAR,
China; East Jerusalem and Gaza, Palestine; Tel Aviv, Israel; Medellín, Colombia; Moscow,
Russian Federation; Imphal, India; Tampa, Florida; the Gambia; Njoro, Tanzania; Capetown,
South Africa; Halifax, Canada; and Winnipeg, Canada (two sites, one with urban aboriginal
youth, the other with non-aboriginal youth in residential care) (Ungar 2006).
9. Terms used to describe programs that enable individuals to access and re-engage in
learning outside of mainstream education include second chance education programs,
alternative education programs, reengagement programs, and flexible learning programs
(te Riele 2014).
10. Distance education and/or online learning can be conducted either synchronously (groupbased instruction where students in different locations connect via some form of technology and are directed by a teacher simultaneously) or asynchronously (individual-based
instruction where students in different locations independently and receive support from
the teacher with some delay, also called correspondence education).
11. Loss aversion refers to the tendency to prefer avoiding losses relative to acquiring equivalent gains (Kahneman and Tversky 1984). Dynamic inconsistency refers to a situation in
which a decision-maker’s preference changes over time in such a way that a preference
can become inconsistent at another point in time (Loewenstein and Prelec 1992).
Cognitive dissonance (Brehm 1956; Festinger 1962) suggests that if a person chooses an
alternative from a given choice set, this act of choice causes a subsequent preference for
the previously chosen alternative. Sunk cost fallacy (Kahneman and Tversky 1979;
Thaler 1980) implies that paying more for some good increases the subsequent desire to
use that good. Self-prophecy effect (Greenwald et al. 1987) suggests that explicitly asking
people whether they expect they will perform a socially desirable action (e.g., vote)
causes them to subsequently do so. Implementation intention involves prompting subjects to state a plan up front on how and when they will undertake a behavior that makes
them more likely to act.
12. The main lesson from the psychology literature on intrinsic motivation is that it is a bad
idea to temporarily pay people for an inherently interesting task. Also, extrinsic incentives
to induce prosocial behavior can backfire (Deci, Koestner, and Ryan 1999; Kamenica 2012).
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5

Understanding the Complex
Process of Reengagement

This chapter has two p
 arts. The first part presents the best practices and evidence
from multicomponent reengagement programs in different contexts. It embraces
the inherent complexity of the reengagement process with its multiple interacting
components and stakeholders, acknowledges contradictions, and highlights the
need for contextually relevant empirical e vidence. The second part attempts to
manage this complexity to guide program design.

The reviewed literature offers salient evidence on what, how, and why some
interventions help at-risk youth to reach educational, behavioral, and social
outcomes as well as for whom and in what contexts these are relevant.
We found that ‘re-engaging and retaining at-risk youth in the education process’ requires multiple interventions that address protective and promotive
outcomes across affective, cognitive, and behavioral domains. The range of
literature showed complexity in both outcomes and interventions. Such a
perspective requires attention to multiple influences on youth development,
ranging from individual competencies and the characteristics of the many
social settings individuals participate in to flexibility in the systemic avenues
available for education e ngagement. Embracing this complexity will help
guide the policy and design of programs that seek to respond to the complex
needs of at-risk and out-of-school youth.

REENGAGEMENT PROGRAMS WITH MULTIPLE
INTERVENTIONS: THE EVIDENCE
What works: Best practices from different regional contexts
This study has identified the core interventions of mentoring and psychosocial
support as well as enabling interventions of outreach, case management,
integrated support services, and financial incentives, along with blended learning platforms and flexible educational p
 athways. Other regional studies
(CEDEFOP 2017; Cunningham et al. 2008; Inoue et al. 2015; Kerka 2006;
Te Riele 2014) that have focused on identifying what works for re-engaging
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out-of-school youth in the United States, Australia, and other OECD contexts as
well as regions of Latin America and the Caribbean and Sub-Saharan Africa corroborate these findings. The best practices for working with at-risk out-ofschool youth from different regional contexts may be summarized as follows:
• Caring connections and one-to-one support for young people through
coaching or mentoring in the form of mentors and other positive relationships to build trust and to motivate and encourage young people to re-discover
their interest in learning, reinforce high expectations and self-belief, and
destigmatize the seeking of professional counseling or other supports to
address barriers to learning.
• Motivating young people to rediscover their interest in learning and
foster retention, such as active, hands-on learning, relevant application to
real-world problems, variety of activities outside formal learning environments, clear communication of outcomes and behaviors, high expectations,
and scaffolded and challenging milestones.
• Financial incentives to youth to change risky behaviors and fulfill basic
needs, including options such as scholarships, bursaries, conditional cash
transfers (CCTs), individual learning accounts, and deferred grants for pursuing higher education.
• Proactive outreach and recruitment using print and broadcast media,
incentives, intake procedures, and credible partnerships that are youthfriendly, authentic, and respectful.
• Comprehensive support services for young people with complex needs
(case management) carried out by engaged and knowledgeable staff,
including teachers, youth workers, and mental health workers, as well as
supports to address a range of needs such as transportation, housing, and
medical care.
• Alternative ways to complete education or access second-chance measures, such as transitional programs, bridge programs for earning both high
school and college credits, and mixed-age programs that allow 16–18-year-old
youth to join adult basic education programs.
• Provision of work-based learning or a close-to-real simulation to offer
opportunities where youth can earn while they learn, develop on-the-job
skills, gain work experience, and meet immediate monetary n
 eeds.
• Flexible learning pathways tailored to youth’s interests and learning
styles to move both across and within education, as well as flexibility in the
delivery and timing of learning opportunities such as the option to defer, to
attend on a part-time basis, or to attend in an online or blended f ormat.
• Follow-along supports based on an exit assessment of each youth’s capacity
to navigate and negotiate his or her way to access relevant resources, including a development plan and follow-up strategy as well as a network of relationships and supports outside the program.
Based on the context, the intervention mix would need to vary, focusing on
some areas more than others. Evidence indicates that for rural youth facing
severe poverty and access constraints, financial incentives in the form of CCT,
scholarships, and microlending as well as flexible qualification and certification
programs may be very relevant. For poor urban youth, the prevalence and incidence of specific risks such as violent crime, HIV, TB, and other communicable
diseases must be considered through outreach and case management for delivering appropriate social and health support services. For youth who hold
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financial responsibilities and may be playing the role of head-of-household,
specific trainings and guidance on prudent financial management are appropriate, whereas for youth supported financially by parents but facing other vulnerabilities affecting their mental health, careful redressal mechanisms through
psychosocial therapy are appropriate.
Given the complex contexts young people live in and their exposure to
multiple risks (from community, peers, family, school, work, e tc.), programs
with a complex mix of interventions are likely necessary to address the different n
 eeds. In the next section, we review some of the evidence from such
complex, multicomponent programs.

Evidence on what works from complex, multi-component
intervention programs
Quantitative methods of measuring outcomes have difficulty assessing the
impact of multiple interventions.1 Nonetheless, a recent systematic review
and meta-analysis (Mawn et a l. 2017) attempted to identify the quantifiable
impact of programs with multiple components and interventions for at-risk
populations with a variety of n
 eeds. It synthesizes the literature on the effectiveness of a complex set of reengagement interventions targeting young
people not in employment, education, or training ( NEET).2 The interventions included social skills, vocational or educational classroom-based training, counseling, financial incentives, internships, occupational training, case
management, and i ndividualized s upport. In all, 18 studies were included,
nine of them experimental and nine quasi-experimental, of which 13 were
multi-component interventions with intensities greater than 6 m
 onths. The
primary effectiveness outcome was employment, while the secondary outcomes included earnings, welfare receipt, education, health and other
behaviors.
The meta-analysis demonstrated a small but statistically significant
4 percent increase (CI: 0
 .0–0.7) in employment among the target g roup.
Programs with significant positive effects had commonalities relating to
(1) deprivation indicators (such as serving people below the poverty line or in
the lowest decile of household income), (2) use of multi-component interventions (such as classroom, jobs-based, and skills) for cognitive, affective, and
behavioral support, and (3) a minimum of 6 months of high intensity c ontact.
Two studies with multicomponent interventions featuring skills training and
work-based learning demonstrated significant effects on the receipt of public
assistance, with reductions of $84.29/year and $460 across a 4-year follow-up
period, respectively. And two studies with the most minimal intervention of a
change in case management procedures showed no significant effects on welfare
receipt. Concerning the outcome of educational attainment, no meta-analysis
could be conducted due to the inadequacy of high quality data. Nevertheless,
three studies reported significant increases in educational attainment, with one
showing a 7 percent increase compared to the control g roup.
In an evaluation of an education program for young people disengaged
from secondary school education, Myconos (2014) found that an integrated
program combining teaching, well-being, and supportive pathways led to
positive outcomes, including increased school completion rates and school
attendance and improvements in engagement and well-being, with many students reporting improvements in their attitudes to schooling and their
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r elationships. Students attributed this to a welcoming environment that was
tailored to their needs; a holistic learning approach which emphasized social
and emotional learning; pathways such as enhanced career guidance; onsite
vocational training; and enabling former students to remain engaged with
the program and c onnected to staff who provided them with ongoing assistance (Savelsberg, Pignata, and Weckert 2017). A literature review by
Gutherson, Davies, and Daszkiewicz (2011) of alternative education programs covering Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, the United States,
and New Zealand reiterate the effectiveness of interventions in a multicomponent program setting.

How do diverse interventions interact in complex
programs for at-risk youth?
The findings of the meta-analysis of multicomponent programs discussed
above encourage us to develop a better understanding of the mechanisms
of success, such as how to target deprived groups; how to integrate across
multiple cognitive, affective, and behavioral support components; and how
to maintain high-contact across mentors and mentees. There are examples
of how to infer these m
 echanisms. For instance, the impact evaluation of
the Toronto-based Pathways to Education program—an intervention
p rogram for re-engaging youth—quantifies size effects and explains
how its complex set of interventions work (Oreopoulos, Brown and
Lavecchia 2017).
The evaluation of this comprehensive low-income youth support program
for those entering high school (grade 9 and above) indicates statistically
significant positive results in enrollments and in 5-year graduation rates
(Oreopoulos, Brown, and Lavecchia 2017). The mechanisms underlying the
Pathways to Education Program are inclusive, with voluntary participation
and high expectations. The program includes a slew of services: (1) proactive
case workers called Student-Parent Support Workers, who are full-time
employees of the program assigned to mentor a limited number of individual
students and also work with the parents, (2) immediate monetary support for
students, such as bus tickets to cover the daily commute to school in addition
to long- term financial incentives, (3) free weekly tutoring and group activities,
and (4) career counseling and college transition assistance. The main features
of this complex set of interventions for at-risk youth reengagement were identified as follows:
• High expectations. Having high expectations from students acts as the primary fuel across interventions.
• Case planning to address complex student needs. Mentors understand the
complex needs of students and help learners set a personal development goal
and milestones through a proactive case approach.
• Clear educational purpose. The mentee recognizes that financial incentives,
tutoring, and longer-term planning (college/work) are there to support them
reach their educational goals.
• Interlinked and cohesive incentive structure. Long-term financial incentives are linked to minimum stipulated weekly participation in tutoring.
Similarly, bus tickets for the school commute are collected weekly and
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in-person by the student from the mentor, providing an opportunity for a
weekly interaction.
• Integrated and adaptive monitoring. As an example, weekly mentor-mentee
meetings can enable regular and consistent monitoring of student participation, grades, and absenteeism while also providing students with incentives
to meet, such as collecting funds for commuting.
• Relevant evaluations methods. Evaluation methods need to unpack the
dynamic and complex relationships between the youth, the ecosystem of
interventions, and the broader social context to determine the effectiveness
of certain processes/ mechanisms3 and then use statistically robust and nimble evaluations to quantify their effectiveness.

Need for more empirical research evidence on reengagement
The above summary of interventions from different regions as well as programmatic evidence on what works and how interventions interact supports
the findings of this study. Yet it is important to note the lack of rigorous empirical evidence on the impact of several large programs4 for at-risk out-of-school
youth in the lower-middle and low-income contexts. Well-designed impact
evaluations of existing interventions and systematic evaluations can inform
complex multi-component program designs in high-risk contexts. It is also
important to note here that rigorous empirical evidence to predict factors
affecting reengagement is very limited, as is evidence to establish the relationship between risk factors and potential interventions for reengagement
(rather than prevention, including in the United S
 tates). This area needs
considerably more research focus, and given the complex nature of the
reengagement process, it needs to use mixed-methods approaches (Ungar and
Liebenberg 2005).
Some questions of interest identified by field researchers include: What
mechanisms make youth facing severe risks re-engage and demonstrate
strength-based competencies? Is it because they have more opportunities to
get involved in a relationship with a caring, supportive adult? Are they engaged
in more structured and/or supervised activities? (Mahoney and Stattin 2
 000).
To answer these questions, researchers suggest (1) treating as the unit of analysis the individual-in-context and using multivariate investigations where risk
is treated as both additive and interactive; (2) using intensive within-group
studies of at-risk populations to avoid broad generalizations; (3) explicitly
incorporating both positive and negative outcomes; and (4) using an aggregation approach of comprehensive cumulative risk for better overall prediction
of outcomes, but using pattern-based5 data analytic strategies to examine phenomena involving complex interactions.

Reconciling critical and inconsistent evidence through
complexity
Recognizing the complexity of outcomes and interventions needed for at-risk
youth, when we found critical and inconsistent evidence, it was a signal to reflect
deeper on this e vidence. Mainly we found two topics that need deeper analytical
engagement: (1) lack of subsequent opportunities for youth beyond the program;
and (2) the mixed impact of mentoring interventions.
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(1) Lack of opportunities for at-risk youth beyond the p
 rogram. Some
researchers have expressed concern about the goals and options open to
youth after they re-engage in education services--especially for those at the
higher end of the age spectrum. For example, Smyth, McInerney, and Fish
(2013) point to limitations in vocational opportunities after school completion and existing exclusions and social injustice that may continue to marginalize youth from certain backgrounds (depending on the socio-economic
exclusion in each context). To reconcile this problem, school engagement
programs must explicitly address longer-term school and employment
opportunities and equip learners with critical thinking to address exclusion
and discrimination (Ungar 2008). points to the importance of the social justice and inclusion agenda in interventions for at-risk youth. Among the ways
to navigate this real concern are the following:
• Refer and mentor youth to develop their knowledge of the range of
services available to them, how to access them, and how to negotiate and
choose meaningful and relevant services catering to their specific n
 eeds.
• Provide services across sectors through systematized referrals so that
learners can access different service providers (one program or agency
alone will not suffice).
• Incorporate a collaborative and nonpunitive voluntary intake process
supported by rigorous student and parent orientation that clarifies expectations, opportunities, incentives, and attendance r equirements. Limiting
involuntary transfers can avoid having the program become a dumping
ground for students and educators seen as disruptive and ineffective
(Sumbera 2017, p. 49, 119).
• Systematize follow-along supports during the transitional phase where
the youth can access relevant resources, review their development plan
and staff time for follow-ups, and access additional networking supports
outside the program.
• Strengthen the pathways to multiple, flexible, and recognized educational credentials so that youth have options to change, switch gears,
defer, and personalize their learning.
(2) Mixed results of mentoring interventions. One-on-one support and case
management interventions are noted across the literature as critical for children and youth engagement and reengagement in education. However,
research finds mixed results across contexts. For example, Rodriguez-Planas
 entoring. For exam(2010) points to some potential pitfalls of some types of m
ple, overprotecting youth who may get in trouble with the law may reduce
accountability and encourage rather than deter risky behavior. Also, if parents are not involved, mentors may substitute parental roles rather than complementing t hem. Researchers such as Pawson (2006) recommend ways to
mitigate some of the potential pitfalls, including the below:
• Providing access to multiple mentoring roles: This means systematically
ensuring, with necessary checks and balances, that multiple mentors—
offering befriending, direction-setting, and accountability skills—are
accessible to a vulnerable youth.
• Using team skills. Mentors need multiple skills that cannot be possessed
by one i ndividual. Some mentors are better at offering academic support,
others at psychosocial support, and yet others at working with parents.
Pawson recommends that mentoring should be the work not of one adult
but of a team that contributes a range of different skills to a m
 entee.
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• Providing diverse types of mentors. In certain circumstances, peer mentors—rather than adult mentors—may be more e ffective. For example, in
an intervention to modify the sexual behavior and attitudes of youngsters,
it was found that peer leaders were more successful in establishing conservative attitudes related to sexual behavior (“if I can do it, you can do it”)
while adults were more successful in warning and creating accountability
on issues of pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases.
In the following section, the preceding complex evidence is synthesized to
provide a parsimonious framework of generalizable mechanisms to guide program design.

A SYNTHESIS OF THE COMPLEX PROCESS OF
REENGAGEMENT: THE INTERRELATION OF CORE
AND ENABLING INTERVENTIONS
In the education reengagement process—from lack of engagement to enrolment
to retention and finally completion—the core interventions of mentoring and
psychosocial support are enabled by interventions such as outreach, case
management, and referrals.6 In addition to protective and academic support, this
process requires: (1) befriending to develop mutual trust and confidence;
(2) direction-setting to promote self-reflection; (3) coaching to drive actions and
behaviors for acquiring skills and credentials; and (4) advocating and networking
on behalf of the mentee.
These four activities can be initially referred to as underlying mechanisms.7
Each of these appears to closely map to the characteristics of the four enabling
interventions (see box 5.1): awareness raising and outreach, case management
and referrals, followed by mentorship and guidance and finally, accessing
academic and nonacademic opportunities. Hence, it can be inferred that the core
interventions form the bedrock on which the enabling interventions operate. In
other words, each enabling intervention for re-engaging youth in education is associated with the mechanisms of befriending, direction setting, coaching, and
sponsoring. The enabling interventions seem to operationalize the core interventions.
Notably, some of the reviewed scientific evidence also supports this association
and provides additional clues to the underlying interrelationships. For example,
the Stages of Change model from clinical psychology alludes to the intentional
process a person needs to go through to be able to fully adapt to a new set of behaviors, from precontemplation to contemplation, determination, action, and finally
maintenance. Further, the effectiveness of these interventions is a function of the
relationship quality between the mentee and various mentors and other supports
he/she receives across all the stages, moderated by mentee characteristics and
contextual factors. Thus, the internal transformation of youth rests, to a significant
degree, on the extent and nature of the psychosocial and mentoring support the
mentees receive through various relationships and the way(s) they learn to navigate, negotiate, and access resources relevant to their individual needs. The four
mentor stages are elaborated below (see next page, box.5.1).
Uncovering these underlying mentoring mechanisms, that seem to support
the change in at-risk youth, helps us trace a generalizable process and identify
interventions that can be adapted to different contexts, as needed. For example, drawing from the mentoring literature (see chapter 4), we can identify the
characteristics of the supports that work effectively at different stages.
During the befriending stage of awareness raising and outreach, informal
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BOX 5.1

The reengagement mechanism: Stages of the mentor-mentee relationship
Befriending—Awareness building and o
 utreach. It is
essential to create awareness of the potential opportunities for program engagement, clearly articulating
them in local languages and through accessible media.
In parallel, it is essential to identify the target beneficiaries, make contact, and begin an engagement process in a manner that is amenable to the psychosocial
frame of reference of at-risk learners with the goal of
enrolling them in the p
 rogram. Outreach can take
various forms: calling, texting, making home visits,
accompanying during chores, engaging social workers
and caseworkers, playing a sport, sharing a hobby, and
other ways of communicating with adolescents and
youth in comfortable spaces. In this stage, the outreach
worker plays the mentoring role of an informal supporter and needs to demonstrate the ability to manage
resistance, befriend and build trust, network with the
support services and referral system, and be comfortable in the targeted youth’s environment. The incentives of the outreach worker must not be tied to the
number of youth he/she engages with.
Direction setting—Case management, integrated
support services, and r eferrals. At-risk learners face
multiple risks that translate into multiple needs,
which in turn condition education access, learning,
and completion. This requires individualized assessments, referrals to relevant educational pathways, and
connecting to need-based s ervices. Effective case
management by highly skilled and colocated staff,
along with comprehensive, practical, on-site support
services (including referral services), can act as the
bridge between the multitude of challenges and possible solutions. In this stage, the goal is to assess the specific needs the student has and his/her readiness
levels, from both academic and nonacademic
standpoints. Based on this analysis, a near-term action
plan should be devised to get the student immediately
back on track. This can mean offering support services, involving the youth with a coach/counsellor,
and introducing him/her to various academic pathways and learning platforms (in class, online, or
blended). Regular follow-ups and progress tracking
are critical to ensure that the person is well-supported
to complete the agreed actions, including any steps for

course correction. In this stage, the case manager/case
team play the mentoring role as administrators in this
stage and need to demonstrate relevant skills such as
enabling direction setting and reflection for purpose
clarification and strengthening their linkages to integrated service provision.
Coaching–Mentoring. The youth at this stage
would be enrolled and under the supervision of a case
manager or case t eam. A highly skilled and experienced coach plays the role of a caregiver. He or she is
required to understand the youth’s interests and
talents and provide relevant inputs and guidance for
him/her to begin formulating a concrete individualized action plan that is regularly monitored and
course-corrected through trial and error. The goal
here is to identify the nature of specific skills and credentials that will set the youth on a path to success and
make referrals based on a best-fit match between the
young person and available options. At this stage,
youth demonstrate significant resilience in facing and
recovering from adversities, develop a strong sense of
possibility for their future, and through these positive
experiences, reconnect and formally re-engage in
education.
Sponsoring—Multiple and flexible educational
pathways, blended learning platforms, and financial support. This is the stage where concrete goals
are set and specific skills are actively being learned by
the youth. They are involved in classes for gaining
credits in new courses, recovering lost credits, gaining
opportunities to display their talents in front of adults
and peers, and engaging with potential employment,
apprenticeship, and internship o
 pportunities. They
can engage through a flexible online modality as well
as face-to-face classrooms where their teacher-mentors advocate and network on their behalf, provide
encouragement, and teach targeted social-emotional
skills. While this is a promotion-focused stage, it is
important to note that a sudden adverse situation can
reverse the gains made over several months. Hence,
protective supports need to be systematically built into
the program such as the provision of scholarships,
conditional cash transfer programs, and social protection services.
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FIGURE 5.1

Interlinkages between education reengagement mechanisms, interventions, and
supporters
Mentoring mechanisms

Interventions

Supporters

Befriending

Awareness building
and outreach
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Direction setting

Case management and
integrated support services

Administrators

Coaching
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Caregivers
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Multiple and flexible
educational pathways,
blended learning,
financial support

Several options, online
and face-to-face,
SEL curriculum,
CCT, scholarship, etc.

Source: World Bank analysis.
Note: CCT = conditional cash transfers; SEL = social-emotional learning.

s upports are required for building trust and providing quick response to any
urgent and critical v ulnerabilities. In the next, direction setting stage, a formal
support is required in the form of case managers and case team that assess the
individual and contextual risks, understand aspirations and goals, and offer
potential avenues for immediate relief and medium to long-term engagement
solutions. In the coaching stage, a balance of accountability and friendliness is
required, akin to family and parent-like support, to mentor the young person.
Mentors can advocate for and sponsor youth to access multiple reengagement
pathways and financial supports to strengthen their social-emotional and
academic skills. Focusing on the underlying process rather than specific interventions can provide more flexible guidance for designing programs in
different contexts. The inter-linkages inferred between the mechanisms, interventions, and supporters can be visualized as in figure 5
 .1.

INITIAL THOUGHTS ON GENERALIZABLE CAUSAL
MECHANISMS TO GUIDE DESIGN
Through the complex evidence reviewed through the literature, we have inferred
the mechanisms underlying the core interventions: mentoring and psychosocial
support. This provides a more parsimonious guidance to program designers,
because what is shared is not a specific intervention but generalizable mechanisms that any intervention approach on mentorship and psychosocial support
needs to engage with when supporting youth to return to education. Generalizing
mechanisms that contribute to the desired outcome allow us to ask context-
specific questions: What interventions will work ‘here’ to establish these
mechanisms to achieve similar outcomes of interest?
A discussion of ‘causal or generative’ mechanisms is not the intention of this
study, as we cannot do justice to the important emerging theoretical and methodological literature on applications to policy and programing (Cartwright
2007; Cartwright and Hardie 2012; Pawson 2006). However, we believe
that a collection and analysis of the evidence on reengagement of at-risk
youth across questions of what, how, why, for whom and in what contexts
contributes to a more in-depth a nalysis. We were able to move from core interventions—mentoring and psychosocial support—assessed as relevant through
their effect sizes, to the enabling interventions that began to open the black
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box of change: outreach, case management, integrated support services
(including referrals) and financial incentives.
To assess underlying causal processes will require further analysis. For example, one would need to answer the question of how these interventions work by
clarifying three aspects for each enabling intervention: (1) Who drives the reengagement that propels the young person f orward (such as the staff, leadership,
networks and available study options); (2) What aspects of the underlying
mechanisms in the mentor-mentee relationship ( i.e., in each mentoring stage)
are important; and (3) What features of the intervention can be activated based
on the beneficiaries and their context. Answering these more in-depth questions can provide an even better understanding of the design elements to build
a theory of change for re-engaging and retaining at-risk learners in an educational program. An example is summarized in figure 5.2. More detailed guidance
is provided by Pawson (2004, 2006).
What we can conclude from our review of the literature, so far, is that no single
factor can explain why some learners are able to overcome adversity and develop
and maintain positive psychosocial skills and behavior, leading to positive
FIGURE 5.2

Reengagement program design elements
What works

Core
interventions

How

Enabling
interventions

Engagement drivers

Awareness raising
and outreach

Targeting data and
analysis; outreach
worker

Case management

Case team /
case worker

Underlying
mechanisms
Befriending:
Managing
resistance;
building trust

Why

Features
Tailored to the local context, culturally
sensitive, in the environment of the
youth, targeted through caring, networked,
adaptive staff, staff incentives
decoupled from numbers contacted

Direction-setting:
Identifying
Reconnect to
academic and
Cognitive and
educational
nonacademic
psychometric
services
needs;
assessments;
(assessments and
promoting selfreferral network
referrals)
reflection and
goal-setting;
leveraging other
Mentoring Integrated Support Dynamic ISS network
social support
(health, transport,
Services (ISS)
finances, food,
Psychosocial
childcare etc.)
support

• Segmentation analysis and targeting
using data
• Use of relevant diagnostic instruments
• Centralized intake and individualized
services
• Formal institutional collaboratives
and partnerships with decision-making
parity, knowledge exchange
• Caring, skilled, multidisciplinary,
colocated staff
• Appropriately managed caseloads (smaller
loads per staff if greater client needs)
• Adaptive monitoring and regular followups
• Wide network offering integrated
support services

Protecting:
To fulfill basic
needs and
promote positive
psychological
effects

Clarify for who, for what behaviors and
actions, how much (quantum), which
instrument (scholarship, bursaries, CCT, UCT,
voucher, other), in what form (framing,
priming, default choice, etc.)

Financial incentives

Engaged mentoring
and SEL

Multiple
educational
pathways; choice
of learning
platform

Funding support
and grants

Highly skilled and
matched mentor,
counsellor and
advocacy support

Availability of
quality options;
online, face-to-face
or blended format

• Mentor as an authoritative parent-like
Coaching and
caregiver with permeable but enforceable
sponsoring:
boundaries and well-articulated
Driving actions for
expectations
skill and credential
• Cognitive and noncognitive development
acquisition;
opportunities (individual learning plan,
advocate, network
integrated or standalone SEL, earn academic
and leverage
credentials, remedial and language classes)
other social
• Blended learning (self-paced, flexible
supports on behalf
timing, location agnostic, peer exchange,
of individual
anonymity)

Why it works
(1) Protective and
promotive supports
increase capacity
of youth to recover,
function, and make
positive change
through adversity
(resilience)
(2) Brain malleability
allows development
of sophisticated social
and emotional skills
and competencies
which in turn impact
learning (cognitive
science)
(3) Community
mobilization and
outreach enable the
intentional change of
habitual behavior
(stages of change in
psychology)
(4) Learning
environments influence
an individual’s selfefficacy and
performance
expectations (social
cognition)
(5) Financial incentives
affect human behavior
but many anomalies in
education hence,
careful design needed
informed by behavioral
economics and
psychology

Source: World Bank analysis.
Note: CCT = conditional cash transfers; SEL = social-emotional learning; ISS = integrated support s ervices; UCT = Unconditional cash transfers.

Understanding the Complex Process of Reengagement

educational and other social o
 utcomes. Resilience is not an individual process but
requires a strength-based conception of youth development in school- and community-based programs as well as through relevant education policies. Given the
central role of mentors—be it outreach workers, case managers, coaches/counselors, or social workers—all mentoring stages require advanced skillsets and
cover a range of abilities: meeting the youth in their environment, effectively
managing stone-walling and pushbacks, establishing connections and networks
in the local community and with a range of service providers, and providing targeted coaching and counseling. Both protective and promotive interventions represent important pillars of support for developing resilience and must work in
harmony with contextual forces, which can either facilitate or inhibit results.

NOTES
1. Quantitative analysis provides rigorous evidence of the effect sizes of variables on an outcome of interest for at-risk youth from an intervention. To do so, it controls complexity,
rather than engaging with it. By isolating size effects, RCTs provide a rigorous way to infer
the contributions of each intervention needed to support the education reengagement of
at-risk youth. However, policy makers and program designers also require evidence on how
to implement an intervention and why a strategy works or does not work in a c ontext.
2. The review included studies that targeted NEET-category youth ages 16–24 in four regions:
North America (USA), South America (Argentina, Colombia, and Dominican Republic),
Australia, and the United Kingdom. It included the full range of interventions with no
restrictions on their type and intensity.
3. Realist evaluation methods help to unpack “how” programs work, in addition to identifying
the size effects of interventions. They synthesize the available evidence on what works, for
whom and under what conditions (Pawson & Tilley 1997; Sayer 2
 000). In this program
example, the set of interventions works when the resources on offer (material, cognitive,
social, emotional) strike a chord with program s ubjects. Realist evaluation research is thus
fundamentally about unearthing and inspecting vital program mechanisms: the how, why and
under what conditions an intervention or set of interventions w
 ork. The other crucial explanatory ingredient is the program context, recognizing and directly addressing the fact that
the same intervention never gets implemented identically and never has the same impact
because of differences in setting, process, stakeholders and outcomes (Pawson 2
 003).
4. Such as USIKO in South Africa, COBET in Tanzania, and ASAMA in Madagascar, to name
a few.
5. Pattern-based methods are tools that allow us to examine co-occurrence (or complex interactions) more easily and make it possible to search for and identify multiple holistic expressions of socially embedded risk, protection, and competence (Bergman 2000; Cairns 2
 000).
6. In complex systems, such processes are non-linear and would have significant variance within
and across cohorts based on the nature and extent of disadvantage faced by the y outh.
7. Although we refer to these processes noted in the literature for mentoring and psychosocial support as underlying mechanisms, we acknowledge that analysis of the “causal mechanisms” will require much more than this initial identification across the interventions we
have assessed (Cartwright 2007; Cartwright & Hardie 2012; Pawson 2
 006).
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6

Implications for Program
Design and Implementation

This chapter discusses three areas where the analysis of the evidence
on education engagement may be applied to policy and program design:
in building theories of change using the generalizable mechanisms, in
programming principles and guidance, and in policy questions for reflection
and action.

This study has, thus far, clarified the global challenge of out-of-school and at-risk
adolescents and youth, the various risk factors young people face, and the need
for resilience- and strength-based conceptions of youth development for actively
re-engaging them. The more complex analysis of the evidence on education
engagement and reengagement of at-risk youth led us to better understand what
interventions work, how they work, and why. Core interventions of mentoring
and psychosocial support showed relevant effect sizes, but these needed to be
better understood through other enabling interventions, such as outreach, case
management, and integrated support services, including referrals and financial
incentives. Differences across at-risk youth, including the type, level, and variety
of risks they face, also called for multiple education pathways and platforms of
engagement.
In this chapter, the intent is to translate the evidence into helpful guidance
and reflections for policy makers and program designers so that they can plan
and implement interventions effectively. To this end, the generalizable mechanisms of befriending, direction setting, coaching, and sponsoring, which seem to
cut across the range of interventions reviewed, can serve as guideposts when
designing education (re-) engagement policies and programs. These mechanisms underline the nature of successful mentor-mentee relationships and
psychosocial programs intended to deliver educational outcomes.
Here, we discuss three areas of application for policy and program design:
building a theory of change, programing principles and guidance, and policy
questions.
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A THEORY OF CHANGE FOR EDUCATION REENGAGEMENT OF
AT-RISK AND OUT-OF-SCHOOL ADOLESCENTS AND YOUTH
Since our aim is to inform policy makers and program designers of the program
characteristics that can impact desired education reengagement outcomes, one
way of better understanding the associations between inputs and outcomes is to
develop a theory of change.1 We provide here a theory of change that can guide
more context-specific theories for education reengagement of at-risk youth.
First, we describe each element of this evolving theory of change. The starting point is the four desired outcomes of an education reengagement process
followed by the inputs, products, and services required to deliver these outcomes. Then, using the design elements (figure 5.2), an expanded view of the
theory of change is presented, where the findings on what works, how, and why
are located at the intersection of the inputs and activities. Finally, a proposal for
a general theory of change for reengagement programs emerges.

Education reengagement outcomes
Specific reengagement outcomes for at-risk and out-of-school youth and
adolescents have not been clearly and consensually identified in the literature.
Typically, reengagement programs are multi-component, offering a variety of
services that contribute to the success of the youth and the program. Also, as a
relatively nascent field of work and with many empirical studies based on the
U.S. context, there are limited empirical evaluations and literature available on
reengagement programs from the developing world. Furthermore, among the
evaluations of these interventions there is a wide variation in outcomes, in
terms of both what is being measured and how it is being measured. Based on
the outcomes theoretically analyzed as well as those measured in the reviewed
literature, we can categorize the outcomes into four domains: (1) socio-
emotional skills; (2) education participation; (3) protection; and (4) academic
performance (see figure 2.1 in chapter 2).
Socio-emotional skills

These skills encompass emotional, cognitive and behavioral competencies covering five domains: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making. An extensive literature base
(discussed in chapter 4) offers a range of outcome determinants, such as social
behaviors, attitudes toward self, others and school, conduct problems, emotional
distress, substance use, and crime offenses.
Education participation

This outcome domain refers to the awareness of, re-enrolment in, persistent
engagement with and completion of an education program. Re-enrolment refers
to the re-enrolling of a student into a program that provides a recognized degree
or diploma. Persistent engagement is typically determined using indicators such
as attendance, participation in activities, sense of belongingness and program
continuity after 1 year.
Protection

This refers to the availability of, access to, and quality of protective f actors that
enable the young person to successfully re-engage with education. This includes
outcome indicators on financial, health and social welfare services such as nutrition, healthcare, transportation, employment, and childcare, when a pplicable.
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Stability in these outcomes mainly works to counteract the risks in the youth’s
environment (both individual and contextual risk factors).
Academic performance

This refers to the academic outcomes of the reengagement process. This will
include indicators as measured by grades that demonstrate cognitive skills and
the educational attainment level the person reaches. These outcomes are
associated with individual and contextual characteristics as well as their
mechanisms of interaction, such as the pathways of engagement available
(e.g., courses of study, quality and relevance of the credential in the labor
market, ease and flexibility of access to the courses).

Program Inputs, Products, and Services
The inputs, products, and services offered by reengagement programs would be
part of the structural arrangement through which interventions are implemented,
and hence would play an important role in delivering outcomes (figure 6.1). This
includes: (1) facilitating units that organize outreach workers, case managers, mentors and other qualified facilitators; (2) collaborative partnerships with different
agencies—government, private sector, c ommunity organizations and research
centers; (3) a select mix of interventions based on the needs of beneficiaries in their
context; (4) multiple and varied pathways of educational engagement to develop a
vibrant ecosystem to deliver the core and enabling interventions; and (5) flexible
learning platforms that allow vulnerable young people to engage at their pace, time
and convenience (Center for Promise 2014, 2015).
Facilitating units

The main purpose of a facilitating unit is to implement the interventions and
deliver planned outcomes. The resources and skillsets required for the intervention program would be potentially housed and organized here, with the
role of aggregating and integrating the different services required to re-engage
FIGURE 6.1

Inputs, products, and services for reengagement
Facilitating units for
reengagement

Out-of-school
at-risk
adolescents
and
youth

Intervention mix

School– and
regional–level
program
Communitybased
organization
(CBOs)
Reengagement
center
Postsecondary
partnerships with
universities and
colleges

P
a
r
t
n
e
r
s
h
i
p
s

Awareness raising
and outreach
Case management
(incl. assessment and
referrals)
Integrated support
services

Multiple and varied educational
pathways and credentials
High school degree or
equivalent–recognized diploma
Industry certification
Internships
Apprenticeships
College and university programs

Financial supports
Choice of learning platforms
Face-to-face only
Online-only blended learning
Blended learning

Mentoring and psychosocial support as foundational core interventions
Source: World Bank compilaton.

91

92

|

Back to School

young people in education. Existing programs (Center for Promise, 2014, 2015)
suggest different models,2 (figure 6.1)) such as school and regional level units,
community-based organizations (CBOs), standalone reengagement centers
and post-secondary partnerships with universities and colleges). Some important considerations relate to ease of access, level of autonomy, capacity, information access and flow, efficiency, and cost effectiveness. It is also to be noted
that such facilitating units are not discrete stand-alone entities but have to
work through innovative partnerships to support young people.
Partnerships

To identify, reach out, and engage with out-of-school at-risk youth requires
strong, sustained and strategic partnerships across programs, national, and
sub-national governments and related agencies, private businesses and philanthropic donors, affiliated support service providers, CBOs, and workforce
development organizations. To target youth who are facing multiple and varied risks, both individual and contextual, requires collaborative implementation partnerships for data-sharing, funding, services, and facilities. It also
requires having knowledge partners, including research agencies and policy
making c ommittees and councils. These partnerships can be organized in
many forms, such as through contracts, MoUs, and cooperative agreements,
depending on the purpose of the partnership. In any case, it is necessary to
have early and frequent communication to ensure common direction and to
sustain efforts.
Intervention mix

Data and evidence from comparable impact evaluations, whenever available,
need to inform the intervention mix based on the risk profile (individual and
contextual) of the out-of-school youth. Given the complex nature of reengagement interventions, it is important to consider multicomponent designs whenever feasible. In the context of extreme poverty, immediate and targeted financial
support may be most beneficial. However, for youth facing significant risks due
to, say, experiences of school segregation and community violence, intervention
programs that strengthen psychosocial skills would be more appropriate. Given
constraints on program funds, it will be necessary to prioritize investments
based on thorough needs assessment and hence, systematize data collection and
integration processes as a crucial initial step.
Multiple and varied educational engagement pathways and choice of
learning platform

These have been discussed in depth in chapter 4, yet they deserve a mention here
since they cover broader system-level products and services that would ideally
be accessible for all students so that reengagement is not an isolated pathway
that segregates students facing disadvantages but involves r e-integration into
existing systems of learning and earning credentials. Provision of well-designed
blended learning platforms has the potential to enhance engagement.

Theory of change—including what works, how, and why
A theory of change is proposed that elaborates the linkages between the nearterm and intermediate- to long-term reengagement outcomes and the inputs,
interventions, activities, outputs (see figure 6.2). Following this, the research
findings synthesized from this study of what works, how, and why (see figure 5.2
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FIGURE 6.2

A theory of change for reengaging at-risk and out-of-school adolescents and youth
Target population

12–17–year–old
at-risk and
out-of-school
adolescents and
youth
Heterogenous
group following
different trajectories
Variation by
individual and
contextual
characteristics
Challenges

Facing multiple
disadvantages
Disconnected from
formal system and
no clear mechanism
for reconnection
and accountability
Social and economic
burden on society
Low number and
quality of
educational options

Inputs

Facilitating unit
such as a school
or district level
program,
a reengagement
center, a CBO or
a postsecondary
preparation setup,
or another
contextually-relevant
and feasible format

Partnerships for data,
funding, services,
and facilities across
programs, govt.
agencies, private
businesses, and
philanthropy and
CBOs

Interventions

Activities

Outputs

Intended outcomes

Awareness raising
and outreach

Run ads in local media,
distribute flyers, web presence,
direct contact (texting, calling,
home visits, activity-based
interactions)

Increased awareness
of program;
targeted youngsters
contacted

Near-term
• Increased awareness amongst
youngsters, family, and community
• No. of youth contacted via outreach
• No. of youth assessed and a case file
built
• No. of youth enrolled in an
education service
• No. of youth matched to an
identified mentor
• No. of youth who remained
reengaged for 1 year
• No. of youth earned an education
credential/met goals in ILP in 1 year
• No. of established collaborative
and data sharing partnerships
• No. and quality of alternative
educational pathways available

Case management

Reconnect to
educational services
(assessments and
referrals)

Integrated Support
Services (ISS)

Financial incentives

Engaged mentoring
and coaching
Knowledge partners,
research agencies
and policy-making
committees, and
councils

Multiple educational
pathways; choice of
learning platform

Needs assessments
completed and data
analyzed

Build the case file,
interview the young person
and family and community
members, analyze findings,
conduct appropriate
cognitive and socioemotional
assessments, identify specific
needs, matchmaking to a
mentor, reconnect to suitable
academic pathway through
referral, connect to other ISS
and financial support
as required

Based on needs,
enrolment in
education service, and
matched to mentor

Identify the need for financial
support; build incentive
structure based on need;
timely payments and regular
follow-ups

Provided the requisite
financial support to
fulfill basic needs

Regular and prescheduled
contact times; clear mentoring
objectives and plan; follow-up
on individual learning plan; can
be delivery point of financial/
nonfinancial incentives
Expand alternative education
options and platforms for
learning; build awareness
through media

Need-based
connection with a
comprehensive set of
services

Regular sessions held;
student and mentor
feedback and
follow-up
Creation of more
options; better cross
agency collaboration
and data sharing

Intermediate to long-term
• Socioemotional skills: Positive
change in social and emotional
indicators
• Protection: Availability, access, and
quality of financial health and social
welfare services
• Education participation: Awareness,
reenrolment, persistent engagement,
and completion
• Academic performance: Increase in
academic outcomes and attainment
levels

Source: World Bank analysis.
Note: CCT = conditional cash transfers; CBO = community-based organizations; SEL = social-emotional learning; ILP = Individual learning plan;
UCT = Unconditional cash transfer.

in chapter 5) are located within this theory of change with the intent to help the
reader visualize the interconnections across all levels of the results chain to
guide program design, implementation, and monitoring (see figure 6.3). Using
this, one can begin to see the linkages between the inputs, interventions (the
what), engagement drivers, underlying mechanisms and features (the how), and
why these work, followed by the associated activities, outputs, and outcomes.
This is useful because:
(1) It contributes to better our understanding of what the underlying elements
are that make interventions work;
(2) It helps open the black box between the inputs and the outputs to tinker with
the so-called plumbing to improve outcomes; and
(3) It can help design and implement such complex multi-component programs
better by foreseeing the interlinkages and interdependencies.

PRINCIPLES FOR PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT
This study examined the evidence and sought to answer three questions on
re-engaging at-risk and out-of-school adolescents and youth: What interventions
work? How to provide relevant services? Why these work and for whom and in
what contexts? Building on the proposed theory of change for re-engaging
at-risk, o
 ut-of-school youth described previously, this section offers practical
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Target
population
12–17-year
old at-risk and
out-of-school
adolescents
and youth
Heterogenous
group
following
different
trajectories
Variation by
individual and
contextual
characteristics

Challenges

Facing
multiple
disadvantages
Disconnected
from formal
system and
no clear
mechanism
for
reconnection
and
accountability
Social and
economic
burden on
society
Low number
and quality of
educational
options

Inputs

Core
interventions

Facilitating
unit such as
a school
or district level
program, a
reengagement
center, a CBO or
a post-secondary
preparation
setup, or
another
contextuallyrelevant and
feasible
format

Partnerships
for data,
funding,
services and
facilities across
programs,
govt. agencies,
private
businesses and
philanthropy,
and CBOs

Knowledge
partners,
research
agencies, and
policy-making
committees
and councils

Mentoring
Psychosocial
support

‘How’

‘Why’

Enabling
interventions

Engagement
drivers

Underlying
mechanisms

Features

Why it works

Activities

Outputs

Intended outcomes

Awareness
raising
and
outreach

Targeting data
and analysis;
outreach
worker

Befriending:
Managing
resistance,
building trust

Tailored to the local context,
culturally sensitive, in the
environment of the youth, targeted
through caring, networked, adaptive
staff, staff incentives decoupled
from numbers contacted

(1) Protective
promotive support
increases capacity
of youth to recover,
function, and make
positive change
through adversity
(resilience)

Run ads in local media,
distribute flyers, web
presence, direct contact
(texting, calling, home
visits, activity–based
interactions)

Increased
awareness of
program;
targeted
youngsters
contacted

Near-Term
• Increased awareness
amongst youngsters,
family, and community

Case
management

Case team/
caseworker

Cognitive and
psychometric
assessments;
referral
network

Build the case file,
interview the young
person and family
and community
members,
analyze findings,
conduct appropriate
cognitive and
socioemotional
assessments,
identify specific needs,
matchmaking to a
mentor, reconnect
to suitable academic
pathway through
referral, connect to
other ISS and
financial support
as required

Needs
assessments
completed
and data
analyzed

Reconnect to
educational
services
(assessments
and referrals)

Directionsetting:
Identifying
academic and
nonacademic
needs,
promoting
self-reflection
and
goal-setting,
leveraging
other
social
supports

Integrated
Support
Services
(ISS)

Dynamic ISS
network
(health,
transport,
finances, food,
childcare, etc.)

Financial
incentives

Funding
support
and grants

Engaged
mentoring
and
coaching

Highly skilled
and matched
mentor,
counsellor, and
advocacy
support

Multiple
educational
pathways;
choice
of learning
platform

Availability of
quality options;
online,
face-to-face,
or blended
format

Protecting:
To fulfill basic
needs and
promoting
positive
psychological
effects

Coaching and
sponsoring:
Driving actions
for skill and
credential
acquisition,
advocate,
network
and leverage
other social
supports on
behalf of
individual

• Segmentation analysis and
targeting using data
• Use of relevant diagnostic
instruments
• Centralized intake and
individualized services
• Formal institutional collaboratives
and partnerships with
decision-making parity,
knowledge exchange
• Caring, skilled, multidisciplinary,
colocated staff
• Appropriately managed caseloads
(smaller loads per staff if greater
client needs)
• Adaptive monitoring and regular
follow-ups achieve outcomes
• Wide network offering integrated
support services
Clarify for who, for what behaviors
and actions, how much (quantum),
which instrument (scholarship,
bursaries, CCT, UCT, voucher, other),
in what form (framing, priming,
default choice, etc.)
• Mentor as an authoritative
parent-like caregiver with
permeable but enforceable
boundaries and well-articulated
expectations
• Cognitive and noncognitive
development opportunities
(individual learning plan, integrated
or standalone SEL, earn academic
credentials, remedial and language
classes)
• Blended learning (self-paced,
flexible timing, location agnostic,
peer exchange, anonymity)

(2) Brain
malleability allows
development
of sophisticated
social and
emotional skills
and competencies
which in turn
impact learning
(cognitive science)
(3) Community
mobilization and
outreach enable
the intentional
change of habitual
behavior (stages
of change in
psychology)
(4) Learning
environments
influence an
individual’s selfefficacy and
performance
expectations
(social cognition)
(5) Financial
incentives affect
human behavior
but many
anomalies in
education hence
careful design
needed informed
by behavioral
economics and
psychology

Based on
needs,
enrolment in
education
service and
matched to
mentor
Need-based
connection
with a
comprehensive
set of services

Identify the need for
financial support; build
incentive structure
based on need; timely
payments and
regular follow–ups

Provided the
requisite
financial
support to
fulfill
basic needs

Regular and
prescheduled contact
times; clear mentoring
objectives and plan;
follow-up on individual
learning plan; can be
delivery point of
financial nonfinancial
incentives

Regular
sessions held;
student
and mentor
feedback and
follow-up

Expand alternative
education options and
platforms for learning;
build awareness
through media

Creation of
more options;
better cross
agency
collaboration
and data
sharing

Source: World Bank analysis.
Note: CCT = conditional cash transfers; SEL = social-emotional learning; CBO = community-based organizations; ILP = Individual Learning Plan; UCT = Unconditional cash transfer.

• No. of youth contacted
via outreach
• No. of youth assessed
and a case file built
• No. of youth enrolled
in an education service
• No. of youth matched
to an identified mentor
• No. of youth who
remained reengaged
for 1 year
• No. of youth earned an
education credential/
met goals in ILP
in 1 year
• No. of established
collaborative and data
sharing partnerships
• No. and quality of
alternative educational
pathways available
Intermediate to
Long-Term
• Socioemotional skills:
Positive change in
social and emotional
indicators
• Protection: Availability,
access, and quality of
financial health and
social welfare services
• Education participation:
Awareness, reenrolment,
persistent engagement,
and completion
• Academic performance:
Increase in academic
outcomes and
attainment levels

Back to School

‘What works’

|

A proposed theory of change—including what works, how, and why

Implications for Program Design and Implementation

insights on program design and implementation and can inform the dialogue
around available options.

Programmatic approach
Research overwhelmingly favors adopting a positive youth development
(PYD) approach as opposed to a deficit focused one. Based on developmental
systems theory, this perspective offers a strength-based conception of adolescence and youth. Any program design focused on re-engaging young
people at-risk would benefit by basing itself on the PYD conceptualization
of the five Cs—competence, confidence, connection, character, and caring
(Lerner et al. 2005; 2011).
Program design needs to be informed by data. A common approach is to build
a dynamic profile database of young people and use segmentation analysis to
identify the relevant beneficiaries to target as well as determine any patterns of
disengagement, such as by gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic indicators. Such
a database should provide information on which students to focus and help prioritize issues that need to be addressed. Such information is useful for policy and
program design when aggregated at the system level and for goal setting and
progress tracking at the student level. Similarly, it is also useful to build a database of the existing ecosystem of programs in a region (covering program details
including quality, cost, and impact). It is beneficial and cost-effective to use
existing data systems, merge data from multiple sources, and share data across
different entities through partnership agreements. In sum, strategically and
carefully thinking about data and its treatment upfront is important for better
design.
Programs should offer a menu of relevant interventions. This study highlights
that multicomponent programs, although complex, are characteristic of
reengagement programs and address the many challenges young people face.
Core and enabling interventions are part of an ecosystem of services that provide
support on all dimensions—emotional, behavioral, cognitive, and developmental. That said, stand-alone interventions are also undertaken based on the youth’s
individual and contextual factors. For example, if physical access due to financial
constraints is found to be the biggest factor for disengagement, then support in
the form of transportation passes may be able to deliver outcomes.

Operational considerations for programming
Operational considerations include institutional designs, context, and partnerships. These also need to be aligned to the dynamic and complex process of
engaging and re-engaging at-risk youth in an educational program. We list some
relevant considerations here.
Programs with multiple options for engagement work best. Key considerations in program design are questions such as these: where should the program
housed? Should it be run independently, as an extension of the formal education
system, or as a combination? What should be the role of the central ministry, the
subnational ministries and other non-state entities? Based on the programs
reviewed for this study and their contexts, there is limited but optimistic
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evidence that a vibrant ecosystem with multiple options works best. However,
there is a paucity of rigorous empirical evidence on the effectiveness of different
program structures. Clarifying program goals and setting time-bound targets,
preferably grounded in research and carefully considering issues of feasibility,
accountability and capacity for a specific context, can guide the design choices.
The people delivering the interventions should be well-qualified, empathic
individuals institutionally linked to and supported by a community of partners. A wide network of actors is typically involved, including outreach specialists, experienced teachers, mental health professionals, case managers, trained
coaches and counselors, and experts in cognitive and psychosocial assessments.
These adults must be well qualified, empathic, caring individuals and be institutionally linked to, and supported by, a community of partners who take collective
responsibility for disengaged youth and coordinate action to provide them with
a pathway to education.
Service-delivery locations must be selected carefully with attention to
youths’ needs and mindset. Determining the location of the facilitating unit
for service delivery is critical. Since many young people may have actively
exited the formal school system due to various reasons, including negative past
experiences, distrust, academic or social emotional issues, or other issues such
as transportation and safety, it is important to determine and be aware of the
attitude and mindset of youngsters in a given context and determine the location accordingly.
Partnerships require a shared vision, strategically relevant resources, and an
established system for communication. The evidence in this study reflects the
need for upstream, downstream, and lateral partnerships for multiple purposes
such as data sharing, joint donor fundraising, knowledge exchange, capacity
development, centralized intake mechanisms, and advocacy. It is strategic to
pool capacity and resources based on a best-fit approach to deliver different
aspects of the program. The sustainability of such partnerships is more assured
when there is a shared vision, an offer of strategically relevant skillsets and
resources, formalization in the form of contracts, MoUs and cooperative agreements, and an established system for clear and frequent communication and
reporting.
To sustain program effects, follow-up services and post-program resources
are valuable. Program effects tend to decay over time due to the difficulty young
people face in maintaining momentum after leaving a structured and supportive
program environment to confront a competitive market with limited opportunities. To address this, programs can offer post-program resources and alumni
support, building links to higher education and keeping channels open till the
young person wants or needs to maintain contact.

Considerations for monitoring and evaluation of
complex programs
The monitoring and evaluation of designs and methods need to pay attention to the nature of complex problems and interventions. A paucity of conclusive empirical evidence makes it difficult to direct resources effectively

Implications for Program Design and Implementation

and magnifies the need for new programs and initiatives to incorporate
r igorous evaluations of impacts. This may mean that some traditional
approaches to evaluation, such as randomized control trials (RCTs), which
either do not explain or under-explain the mechanisms of change (so-called
black boxes) need to be complemented with mixed-methods approaches
(Luthar 2003; Pawson 2006).
For complex multicomponent programs, there is a well-recognized need for
diverse research methodologies to understand what components (or combination of components) make a reengagement program effective. Program design
must not only be evaluated at the end for results but also monitored and adapted
based on contextual feedback—from learners, mentors, schools, and community.
Ongoing and periodic small-scale targeted evaluations to assess the progress of
program improvement efforts or testing the incremental impact of program
enhancements based on implementation experience are useful to inform the
design of program elements (Bloom 2010; Duflo 2017).
Additional research is required to build on our current understanding of how
reengagement programs work, as well as how they can best be developed, executed, and improved. Programs can support this process by collecting data on
the moderators—program, youth and contextual characteristics—to create a rich
data source for researcher use. Other areas that require further research are: the
link between short-term effects and long-term economic outcomes in different
contexts and for different target group and contextual characteristics; the design
of multiple educational pathways; and labor market payoffs of different educational credentials targeted by reengagement programs and their link to other
socio-economic outcomes.
Finally, given the wide variations among individuals with frequent start-stoprestart patterns of engagement, determining at what point a reengagement process for a cohort can be considered to have delivered the desired program outcomes
is important. While this can be done at multiple points of entry and engagement
along the results chain until the adolescent or youth completes his/her educational goal, it would be useful to know more about the tipping point, if there is one,
in the near-term that would indicate a higher likelihood of sustenance.

Inputs: staffing and costing
Human and financial resources are core inputs into any program or project. The
management and staff capacity required to implement a reengagement program
requires a combination of hard and soft skills. The findings in this study concerning how interventions work (see in chapter 4) summarizes the wide range of
staff expertise and skillsets required for delivering outcomes. Capacity development of staff at different program levels and for different interventions requires
a well-planned curriculum, training, and continuous support.
Broadly, the curriculum coverage should include trainings on the use and
application of specific assessment tools; outreach and case management work;
different mentoring styles matched to needs; instructional and engagement
strategies at different mentoring stages; knowledge sharing on PYD and
equity-based approaches and practices; issues specific to the targeted group of
adolescents and youth using data analysis; information on different educational pathways and networks for advocacy; information on network of
resources for providing integrated support services; legal requirements, remedies and recourse such as the means and processes for reporting on issues such

|

97

98

|

Back to School

as abuse; de-escalation strategies and conflict management; and communication techniques.
Capacity building can be delivered as one-off, on-the-job coaching and regular follow-ups offered by a mix of carefully identified and experienced experts
from relevant fields. Leveraging partnerships between national and subnational
governments and the private sector and CBOs can lead to useful synergies and
potential cost savings.
Financial resources for education (re-)engagement programs involve questions on (1) sources of funds and (2) use of funds. On the sources of funds, it is
important to note that secondary education provision by the state is relatively
more expensive. Alternative education options face tough competition from formal education and other welfare and social support schemes promoted by governments and donor agencies. One way to get around this is through an early and
active leveraging of partnerships for donor coordination to generate additional
funds. While we know that the per-pupil cost of reengagement varies widely as
it is a function of many variables, the data and evidence on multi-component
program costs for different contexts and sub-groups is meagre.
On the use of funds, the costs of a facilitating unit would, at a minimum, cover
staff, administration and oversight, facility management, materials, financial
incentives, and scholarships. It is critical to note that a comprehensive approach,
including personalization and contextualization, is likely to be expensive,
although these are also more likely to deliver results. Given the glaring lack of
empirical evidence, especially in the context of low- and lower-middle-income
countries, it is important to prioritize funds for such evaluations to inform future
program design. As a final note on the use of funds, constraints around available
capacity and resources limit the number and scale of alternative options, whether
it is about making a choice from the menu of interventions, delivery platforms,
educational pathways or the extent and nature of financial incentives. Thus, in
practical terms, careful design is required that can balance the prevailing socio-
economic-political factors and resource availability with sectoral priorities and
goals.

POLICY QUESTIONS
Any design process to support the systematic (re)engagement of at-risk youth
starts with a decision by policy makers to address the problem. This entails a
range of policy questions for which complex evidence needs to be collected, both
in terms of causes and solutions. We end this chapter with a list of questions that
exemplify the range of policy concerns and evidence needed and designate these
to the core stakeholders: policy makers, partners, and local education s et-ups.
This is not a comprehensive set of questions but is intended to draw attention to
some practical issues during the process of dialogue and design.

For policy makers
• Is the reengagement of young people into education a policy priority? What
are the vision, policy goals and targets for education reengagement? Is the
government willing to make fiscal commitments to address this issue and to
what extent?
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BOX 6.1

Lessons learned from the design and implementation of the project:
Reengaging at-risk and out-of-school youth in education in Turkey
Turkey aims to re-engage and retain at-risk and out-ofschool youth by strengthening its open distance
education program. The Life Long Learning
Department, within the Ministry of National Education
(MoNE), aims to design interventions specifically to
reengage at-risk and out-of-school youth in their Open
Education Program. This is a self-paced, mostly
distance-based education program offering grades
5–12 for school-age students ages 14 through 17 (it also
provides access to adults). In Turkey, despite ample
school-based and open education offers, many
vulnerable youths do not continue their studies and
could benefit from complementary services to reengage
them in a relevant education program.
Some preliminary country-based studies and
assessments exist. The categories of the needs of
Turkish learners on these studies include attitudes
toward self and others, positive social behaviors, and
social skills. For example, in the case of PSS/SEL, a
review of 52 articles on the social-emotional learning
needs of Turkish adolescents, published from 2000 to
2012, showed how educational programs could
address them (Martin 2012; Martin and Alacaci 2015).
Using a three-level framework borrowed from
Eccles and Roeser (2011), the researchers reviewed
(1) teachers, tasks, and classrooms; (2) school
environments; and (3) national policies and practices.
Among their findings:

•

•

•

Teachers and instruction. At the level of teachers,
the preservice education of teachers presents an
opportunity to introduce SEL skills, including
courses in educational psychology and guidance
counseling.
School climate and culture. At the school level,
issues of school climate, safety, and interpersonal
relations are to be addressed, including some of
the highest rates of bullying in OECD countries
(Craig et al. 2009; Harel-Fisch et al. 2011). In
terms of socioeconomic differences, Turkey has
begun to close the performance gap between
schools (TIMSS, PIRLS and PISA).
Education policies. For national education policies, issues such as the grade structure, school
sizes, tracking, and extracurricular offerings also
have implications for SEL.

For these interventions at the teacher-, school-, and
policy-level to function and be effective for youth reentering education through open education, the instruction, culture, and policies need to align with
reengagement services to effectively address the
multiple needs and learning goals of at-risk youth. With
this in mind, Turkey could improve its open education
programs with some of the interventions noted in this
study and those integrated into the emerging theory
of change (figures 6.2 and 6.3) as well as the concrete
program design elements identified in figure 5.2.

• What is known about the youth and contextual characteristics that can inform
program design? What are the cultural and linguistic sensitivities that must
be kept in mind at the outset?
• What systems and mechanisms exist (such as existing social identification
systems) to leverage data collection and analysis of out-of-school and at-risk
youth that can inform evidence-based policy making and programing?
• What do policy makers know about existing programs of interest for
re-engaging youth run by state and nonstate actors—concerning approach,
evaluations, study design, rigor, and effectiveness? How can this information
be best collected, evaluated, and leveraged to support the policy intent?
• How can the proposed program be located within systemic, ongoing national
or district level planning, programing, and evaluation?
• How flexible and open is the government’s approach toward recognizing and
offering legitimacy to different educational pathways and a larger menu of
educational qualifications? Do these include occupationally oriented options
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such as industry certifications and not only those focused on secondary diplomas, higher secondary, and college education?
• To make substantive impact, are policy makers willing and able to offer financial incentives to promising and innovative programs to participate in rigorous evaluations with the intent to expand those with positive results?
• Is it feasible to offer different funding streams including competitive grant
options to encourage small scale experimentation and rigorous evaluation as
a requirement for the receipt of grant funds?
• What combination of options from the institutional arrangements
(as described in the previous section) is feasible for implementation with
the given constraints?

For partners
• Is there a partnership network focused on reengagement? How active is it?
Who are the players in terms of donors, grassroots implementers, agencies
focused on service delivery, capacity building, evaluation, advocacy and
donor engagement?
• How can these be leveraged systematically to create a learning and advocacy
network and develop a diversified funding pool? How can a partnership
between national and sub-national governments, CBOs and private enterprises be forged and goals aligned to deliver reengagement outcomes?
• Which of these partners have access and/or capacity to develop data systems,
conduct rigorous data analysis and track progress?
• Can innovative delivery platforms be developed and tested especially for
blended learning?
• How can the referrals and other social support systems for health, transport,
clothing, childcare etc. be strengthened through this network of partners?

For education leaders and staff in school districts and
facilitation units
• How can frontline leaders and staff use data for better planning and
targeting?
• What program structure in their context allows them to leverage the ministry
level actors as well as other partners to deliver outcomes?
• Are innovative and flexible re-enrolment and delivery options being implemented? If yes, how can these be evaluated and scaled?
• What policy supports do they need to develop partnerships—upstream,
downstream, and laterally—to deliver the services? Conversely, how can these
partnerships better support research and be more responsive to rigorous program evaluations?
• What specific capacity building3 efforts are required to develop a pool of
skilled staff that can create a consistently caring, supportive and welcoming
environment and deliver a wide range of services?
• What mechanisms can education leaders and staff use to build greater awareness and connect with youth through outreach work—in person, through
social media, using other technology solutions, or in community groups?
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• What strategies can they use to identify and set up the location of a facilitating
unit that encourages disconnected young people to re-engage?
• What insights and practices, based on local context, cultures and youth issues,
is required to be kept in mind when hiring staff for delivering the selected set
of interventions?
• What are the program costs per youth? What are the fixed and variable costs?
How can these costs be systematically collected and analyzed to inform funding requirements and leverage partnerships for donor funding?

NOTES
1. A solid theory of change is the foundation of strong program design and a sound monitoring and evaluation strategy (Innovations for Poverty Action 2016).
2. Includes models that have been tried with success and documented in case studies in the
U.S. context (e.g., Boston Reengagement Centre, Gateway to College, Learning Works
Charter School).
3. Capacity Building requires decisions on training modules and approaches, time required, relevant participants, pre-requisites, opportunities for practice, feedback, development of implementation plans, post training consultations, observations, feedback and facilitation modalities
such as peer coaching, forums for celebrating successes and sharing challenges, etc.
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Conclusion

Overall, this study suggests that a range of interventions that address
cognitive, affective, social cohesion, and behavioral needs and skills can
create an enabling environment for re-engaging out-of-school and vulnerable youth. These range from effective outreach and enrolment processes,
mentoring and individualized support, and psychosocial interventions to
financial support and referral schemes. However, these are not ‘off-theshelf ’ interventions; they must be contextualized, constantly adapted, and
inter-connected.
This is especially so for interventions more directly associated with human
interactions, such as mentoring, psychosocial counseling, and family support
services. Culture and context-sensitive design, planning and capacity building
are crucial. The evidence also shows that while some interventions such as
financial incentives and scholarships can show a positive impact by rewarding
certain behaviors, in most cases they do not act alone, especially for sustainable
long-term change.
Finally, much of the evidence base of the interventions is rooted in theoretical
principles from scientific fields such as resilience studies, psychology, behavioral
sciences, sociology, neuroscience, and education. There are other conceptual
and theoretical frameworks, such as the psychosocial development theory and
social capital theory, that can further our understanding in the future. Overall, a
multidisciplinary analysis enables a clearer and deeper understanding of how
and why the interventions elaborated above work.
Mentoring and psychosocial support can be fundamentally extracted from
postulates in resilience theories and neuroscience that allude to the capacity of
individuals to face, recover from, continue to function during, and make positive
change through adversity. This ability to persevere and strengthen one’s social,
emotional, and cognitive skills in the face of difficulties can be linked to the
malleability of the brain to learn and experience positive change1 when knowledge and skills are taught explicitly through focused, sequenced, and active
forms of learning.
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This study shows that the above theoretical knowledge from diverse fields
can be grounded in concrete guidance, processes, and interventions for policy
and programing. The theory of change that emerges can support the design of
multicomponent programs that work as complements to one another to help
at-risk and out-of-school youth successfully re-engage in education.

NOTE
1. Also called the growth mindset (Dweck 2006).

REFERENCE
Dweck, C. S. 2006. Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. New York: Penguin Random House
LLC.

Appendix A
Risk Factors

105

106

CONTEXTUAL RISK FACTORS

|

FAMILY/HH RISK FACTORS

SCHOOL-RELATED RISK
FACTORS

COMMUNITY RISK
FACTORS

MACRO-LEVEL RISK
FACTORS

Demographic factors

Family membership

School climate

(Gender, age, income
group, marital status,
language, race,
ethnicity, minority
group affiliations,
disabillty)

Number and gender of
adults and children
below age 12, 12–18,
>18 years in a
household

Segregation, safety,
discrimination, sexual
abuse, corporal
punishment, bullying,
delinquent peer
affiliations and influence

Access to quality
schools

Economic and political
aspects

Access to and
availability of quality
schools, especially in
lower- and uppersecondary levels, Safety

Including corruption,
inflation and interest
rate, ease of accesslng
credit, labor market
conditions, political
unrest and instability,
conflict, migration and
internal displacement

Geographic factors
(Urban/rural, country
and region, LIC/LMIC/
MIC/HIC, conflict/non
conflict)
Cognitive factors
(Education attainment
level; academic
performance; IQ scores,
attentional skills,
executive functioning
skills)
Emotional factors
Self-efficacy, selfregulation skills,
hopefulness, perceived
value of returns to
education, relatedness
(sense of belonging,
interest, satisfaction)
Social/Behavioral
factors
(Close relationships with
competent adults,
connections to prosocial
and rule-abiding peers,
adaptability, sociability,
effort, attention,
persistence

Family structure
Gender, marital status,
education level,
occupational field of the
head-of-household
Socioeconomic status
Household income and
household earning
capacity (proxied by the
number of working
adults)
Parental availability
(death, illness, divorce,
discord), attitudes
towards education
(time, level of
involvement), and
behaviors (youth
victimization such as
abuse, violence,
corporal punishment)

Education quality
Including curriculum,
pedagogy, language of
instruction, teacher
absenteeism, learning
standards, teacher
qualification,
overcrowding
Infrastructure
Safe buildings, access to
toilets, availability of
learning material,
non-conducive physical
spaces for learning and
physical activities
School policies and
practices
Class size, school size,
program diversity,
tracking and learning
options, type of school
(public/private,
selective/non-selective,
free/subsidized)

Social and cultural
norms
Practices and prejudices
of communities and
neighborhoods related
to age, gender, disabillty
etc.

RISKY BEHAVIORS

NEGATIVE OUTCOMES

Grade retention, age
inappropriate
credentials (overage),
chronlc absenteeism

Early school leaving/
NEET; poorer labor
market outcomes;
unemployment;
exploitative work
environments

Early labor force entry
Early marriage
Early and risky sexual
activity

Law enforcement
Safety, police presence
and effectiveness,
access to weapons
Drug and alcohol abuse

Social and health
support services

Social and cultural
norms

Appropriate, accessible
and approachable
services to deal with
issues such as teenage
pregnancy, parental
unemployment, death
or illness

Practices and prejudices Violent and delinquent
of communities and
behavior
neighborhoods related
to age, gender, disability
etc.
Victims of violent
behaviors, conflict,
National and regional
education policies and forced migration
practices related to
quality and access

Early pregnancy; poor
pregnancy outcomes;
Inability to support
child care; early
immature motherhood
responsibilities; unsafe
abortion; sexually
transmitted diseases
and HIV/AIDS
Addiction to drugs and
alcohol, social exclusion,
depression
Criminal activities;
gang membership;
incarceration; militant
activities
Post traumatic stress
disorder; depression;
social withdrawal;
unwanted pregnancy

Source: World Bank analysis.
Note: HIC = high income countries; LIC = low income countries; LMIC = low- and middle-income countries; MIC = middle income countries; NEET = not in education, employment or training.
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Appendix B
Evidence Summary of
What Works

INTERVENTION
TYPE

Mentoring

STUDY

Meta-analytic
study (DuBois
et al., 2002)

NUMBER OF STUDIES &
PERIOD

OUTCOME DOMAINS
AND EFFECTS

55 evaluations of
youth mentoring
programs over the
period 1970 to 1998

EFFECT SIZES (ES)

NOTABLE FINDINGS

Youth benefited
significantly in five
outcome domains:
emotional/ psychological, high-risk
behavior, social
competence,
academic and
employment

Mean weighted ES of
0.18 at 95% CI when
collapsed across all
outcome domains; ES
ranging from 0.10 to
0.22 for specific
outcome domains

Mentoring as an
intervention strategy
has the capacity to
serve both promotion
and prevention
Research points to
importance of
developing ‘close’
mentor-mentee
relationships

Mentoring

Meta-analytic
study (Eby et. Al.,
2007)

40 quantitative
studies of youth
mentoring programs
over period 1985 to
2006 with mentoring
as sole intervention

Mentoring found to
be significantly and
positively correlated
with behavioral,
attitudinal, health-
related, interpersonal,
motivational, and
career outcomes,
albeit at different
levels

Absolute ES across all
outcome domains
ranged from 0.03 to
0.14; significant &
positive correlations
with behavioral,
attitudinal, health-
related, interpersonal,
motivational, and
career outcomes

Largest effect was
found between
mentoring and the
mentee’s behavioral
and attitudinal
changes: helping
others, school
attitudes and career
attitudes

Mentoring

Meta-analytic
study (DuBois
et al., 2011)

73 independent
evaluations of youth
mentoring programs
over the period 1999
to 2010

Youth benefited
significantly in each of
outcome domains:
emotional, behavior,
social, and academic

Mean weighted ES of
0.21 at 95% CI when
collapsed across all
outcome domains and
Mean ES ranging from
0.18 to 0.24 for
specific outcome
domains

Modest gains on
outcome score
between mentored vs.
non-mentored youth
(difference of
9 percentile points)
More effective for
youth with pre-
existing difficulties or
been exposed to
significant level of risk
continued
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INTERVENTION
TYPE

Mentoring

STUDY

NUMBER OF STUDIES &
PERIOD

Meta-analytic
46 evalutaions of
study (Tolan et al., youth mentoring
2014)
interventions over the
period 1970-2011 in
the United States

OUTCOME DOMAINS
AND EFFECTS

Significant effects on
delinquency and three
associated outcomes
(aggression, drug use,
and academic
functioning) for at-risk
youth

EFFECT SIZES (ES)

NOTABLE FINDINGS

Mean ES significant
and positive for each
outcome category
(0.11 for academic
achievement, 0.16 for
drug use, 0.21 for
delinquency, 0.29 for
aggression)

Stronger effects when
the mentor’s
motivation was his/
her professional
development and
advancement (vs
personal motivation or
civic duty)
Greater effects when
when advocacy and
emotional support
were emphasized

PSS (Social
and
Emotional
Learning)

Meta-analytic
82 school-based,
study (Taylor et al. universal SEL
2017)
interventions (i.e.
involving classroom,
school and parents) at
follow-up over the
period 1981-2014

Statistically significant
positive effects for
each of seven
outcome categories
(social and emotional
skills; attitudes toward
self, others, and
school; positive social
behaviors; academic
performance; conduct
problems; emotional
distress; and substance use)

Mean ES ranged from
0.13 to 0.33 and
positive impact across
ethnic, socio-
economic and
geographic
backgrounds, but with
no significant
differences across
them

Postintervention
social-emotional skill
development was the
strongest predictor of
well-being at
follow-up

PSS (Social
and
Emotional
Learning)

Meta-analytic
study (Durlak
et al. 2011)

213 school-based,
universal social and
emotional learning
(SEL) programs over
the period 1970-2007

Statistically significant
positive effects on all
six outcomes
variables: (a) social
and emotional skills,
(b) attitudes toward
self and others, (c)
positive social
behaviors, (d) conduct
problems, (e)
emotional distress,
and (f) academic
performance

Overall mean ES of
0.31 (95% CI,
[0.26,0.36]) for the
targeted socio-emotional skills. All six
means significantly
greater than zero
(range = 0.22 to 0.57).
A mean ES of 0.27 on
academic acheivement or 11-percentile
gain relative to control
group

Two variables were
found to moderate
student outcomes: the
use of recommended
training practices
(SAFE) for developing
skills and adequate
program implementation.

PSS (Social
and
Emotional
Learning)

Meta-analytic
study (Durlak and
Weissberg 2007)

73 after-school
programs in the
United States

Statistically significant
positive impact in
three areas: feelings
and attitudes
(self-perceptions and
bonding), behavioral
adjustment (increases
in positive social
behaviors and
decreases in problem
behaviors and drug
use), and school
performance (grades
and level of academic
achievement)

Overall mean ES of
+0.22 (95% CI,
[0.16,0.29])

Most effective
programs utilized
evidence-based
skills-development
training activities that
were sequential,
active, focused, and
explicit (SAFE)

Eighty-nine percent of
the interventions were
rated as having
sequenced, active,
focused, and explicit
(SAFE) practices
(Durlak et al., 2011)

continued

Evidence Summary of What Works

INTERVENTION
TYPE

STUDY

PSS (Social
and
Emotional
Learning)

Meta-analytic
study
(Wigelsworth
et al. 2016)

Source: World Bank analysis.

NUMBER OF STUDIES &
PERIOD

OUTCOME DOMAINS
AND EFFECTS

89 studies on
school-based,
universal SEL
programs conducted
between 1995
and 2013

Statistically significant
impact on all seven
outcome variables
related to the five SEL
competency domains
of self-awareness,
self-management,
social awareness,
relationship skills, and
responsible decision
making
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EFFECT SIZES (ES)

NOTABLE FINDINGS

Largest effect for
measures of
social-emotional
competence (0.53),
and the smallest in
attitudes towards
self (0.17)

Studies implemented
within the same
country in which they
were developed
showed greater and
significant effects
than those transported abroad for four
of seven outcome
variables
Six of seven outcome
variables showed
greater size effects for
efficacy than for
effectiveness
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http://ccp.jhu.edu/documents/Malawi%20Bridge%20I%20Outreadh%20flyer.pdf
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https://www.bostonpublicschools.org/domain/1389
https://www.givengain.com/c/usikostb/about/
https://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/uganda_52304.html
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