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Executive Summary 

 
The School Dropout Prevention Pilot (SDPP) Program is a five-year multi-country program, 

funded by the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), aimed at mitigating student 

dropout. Its objective is to provide evidence-based programming guidance to USAID missions and 

countries in Asia and the Middle East on student dropout prevention by piloting and testing the 

effectiveness of dropout prevention interventions in four target countries: Cambodia, India, 

Tajikistan and Timor Leste.  

 

This report on the situational analysis of dropout builds on the findings from SDPP’s earlier work 

that used country-specific data to determine (a) the grades in which students were at the highest 

risk for dropping out and (b) the provinces or districts where students were at greatest risk of 

dropout. Using stratified random sampling, about 30 schools were chosen in each target area. Each 

school received a pre-visit to identify the respondents and make logistical arrangements. Six five-

person teams returned to collect the data over a two-week period. The research addressed multiple 

domains of interest – children, their families, their schools, their communities, and regional and 

national policy. 

 

The findings show that at-risk students in all four countries generally come from stable families, 

think school is important for their future, like their teachers and believe their parents are supportive 

of their education. On the other hand, many of them (a) are struggling with their studies; (b) are 

absent frequently; (c) miss school to do chores at home or to earn money; (d) have a family member 

who has dropped out; (e) fail to participate in after-school activities; and (f) have parents who 

support the child’s education at home but do not go to the school, talk to the teacher or find extra 

help when the child needs it.  

 

Children, parents, school staff and community members agree on the major causes of dropout. At 

the top of their lists are economic reasons: the family can’t pay school expenses or needs the child 

for household chores, family business, or to work to earn money. Next come a variety of school-

related reasons (e.g., the child’s poor academic performance, next grade/school is too far away), 

child illness and marriage.  

 

Respondents listed a variety of activities that they believed could mitigate dropout, help students 

do better in school and/or make school more interesting, useful and fun. These included more 

support and attention from teachers; more access to books, materials, supplies, and equipment such 

as computers; improvements to the school facilities; more chances to learn in the form of tutoring 

or study groups; and additional after-school activities, especially sports. 

 

The possible interventions that SDPP might use include the following: constructing an early 

warning system for educators to allow them to actively respond to keep children in school; making 

the school a draw because of its offerings; supporting children who are struggling academically; 

and unleashing the potential of community members to persuade families to keep their children in 

school. The next step is for stakeholders in each country to evaluate the data and decide the 

appropriate interventions within their context. 
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I. Introduction to the Situational Analysis  
 

A. Background 
 

For the past two decades, children’s access to basic education has been the major focus of national 

and international education development efforts. However, as more children enroll in school but 

fail to complete the full cycle of basic education, school dropout has been recognized as a major 

educational challenge both in developed and developing countries. Reducing dropout is key to 

improving access to basic education, particularly in countries with relatively high enrollment rates 

where most school-age children who do not currently attend school have previously been enrolled 

in school.  
 

The School Dropout Prevention Pilot (SDPP) Program is a five-year multi-country program, 

funded by the USAID, aimed at mitigating student dropout. Its objective is to provide evidence-

based programming guidance to USAID missions and countries in Asia and the Middle East on 

student dropout prevention by piloting and testing the effectiveness of dropout prevention 

interventions in four target countries: Cambodia, India, Tajikistan and Timor Leste. In a three-

stage process, it will: 
 

1. Identify best practices in dropout prevention in the U.S. and developing countries.  

2. Analyze dropout trends in each country to identify those groups, grades and/or geographic 

areas most severely affected by dropout, and conduct a situational analysis of the target 

group to understand the risk factors and conditions affecting dropout.  

3. Design, implement and rigorously assess interventions to keep at-risk students in schools 

in the most acutely affected areas, using randomized control trials and combining 

quantitative and qualitative methods.  
 

This report brings together the findings of the four individual country situational analyses.1  The 

remainder of this Introduction section presents the project’s findings thus far in the second stage 

of the process by summarizing both (a) the results of the trend analysis to examine the statistics on 

dropout across all grades of schooling and (b) the analysis of government policies and programs 

that may affect the rate of dropout.  
 

Armed with these data, the next section of the report, the Design of the Situational Analysis, 

describes the approach taken by SDPP to gather primary data on issues related to dropout for the 

affected children and locations. In the third section, Situational Analysis Findings, the report 

presents the results of the extended visits and questions asked of children, their parents, teachers, 

school administrators and community members in the course of the situational analysis. In the final 

section, Possible Interventions, the report lists approaches that SDPP might use to mitigate dropout 

in its pilot interventions. This end-product thus lays the foundation for SDPP’s intervention 

program to reduce the rate of dropout. 

                                                        
1 For additional details, see Cambodia Situational Analysis, Creative Associates International, November 2014; 

India Situational Analysis, Creative Associates International, November 2014; Tajikistan Situational Analysis, 

Creative Associates International, November 2014; and Timor Leste Situational Analysis, Creative Associates 

International, November 2014. 
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B. Dropout Trend Analysis 

 

The situational analysis in each country began with an in-depth country assessment to gain a better 

understanding of dropout issues. Each such assessment had dual objectives: first, to inform the 

design of the pilot project interventions and activities, and second, to provide information and 

analysis to inform future discussion about school dropouts by USAID Missions and host 

governments.  

 

The activities were organized to answer three key questions about each pilot country: 

 

1. Which basic education grade(s) and population groups suffer most acutely from 

dropout?  

2. What are the primary factors and conditions that affect dropout in these groups? 

3. Which policies, practices and interventions show promise in reducing dropouts 

(increasing retention rates)? 

 

The country assessments built on existing data and analysis in each country. In all four countries, 

data from the country’s or a district’s Education Management Information System was found to 

be the most comprehensive and relevant for SDPP’s purposes, as they contained information on 

the four primary indicators of interest: the rates of dropout, promotion, survival and transition. The 

first task was to use these data to identify the school grades with the most severe problems (Figure 

1). In Cambodia, the most significant dropout problems were in Grades 7 to 9 (lower secondary); 

in India, Grade 5 (the last year of primary school); in Tajikistan, Grade 9 (the final year of lower 

secondary); and in Timor Leste, Grades 4 to 6 (upper primary). 

 
Figure 1: Dropout Rates in SDPP Target Grades, 2009-2010 
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To select the areas within each country with the most severe problems, SDPP ranked each 

province/state or district on the four primary indicators and assigned points representing the 

severity of the problem. The provinces or districts with the poorest rankings were chosen as the 

tentative sites for the situational analysis. To make the final choice of target areas, SDPP took 

practical considerations into account, including security issues such as the presence of insurgency 

and/or civil unrest, the receptivity of the local government and the accessibility of the region. 

Project staff then met with key personnel in the ministry to finalize the geographic targets (Figure 

2). 

 
Figure 2: Target Areas 
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Combining the statistical rankings and practical considerations, SDPP selected the following areas 

of each country for the situational analysis: 

 

 Cambodia: the provinces of Battambang, Banteay Meanchey and Pursat;2  

 India: the district of Samastipur;3  

 Tajikistan: the districts of Baljuvon, Vose and Temurmalik;4 and 

 Timor Leste: the districts of Ermera, Liquica and Bobonaro.5  

 

C. Analysis of Policies and Programs 

 

Each country has a large number of education policies that may, if enforced, positively affect the 

dropout rate of its students (Table 1). First, education is mandatory for either Grades 1 to 9 or ages 

6 to 14 (approximately the same grades). Second, primary school is free in all countries, though 

there may be a charge for secondary school in Tajikistan, with the agreement of teachers and 

                                                        
2 After the situational analysis was completed, the number of target provinces in Cambodia was expanded to six 

(adding Kampong Speu, Prey Veng, and Svay Rieng) in order to obtain a sufficient number of schools to ensure the 

statistical validity of the assessment of intervention impact. For details see Dropout Trend Analysis: Cambodia, 

Creative Associates International, August 2011 and Inventory of Policies and Programs Related to Dropouts in 

Cambodia, Creative Associates International, July 2011. 
3 For details see Dropout Trend Analysis: India, Creative Associates International, August 2011 and Inventory of 

Policies and Programs Related to Dropouts in India, Creative Associates International, July 2011. 
4 After the situational analysis was completed, the number of target districts in Tajikistan was expanded to five 

(adding Khovaling, and Danghara) in order to obtain a sufficient number of schools to ensure the statistical validity 

of the assessment of intervention impact. For details see Dropout Trend Analysis: Tajikistan; Creative Associates 

International, August 2011 and Inventory of Policies and Programs Related to Dropouts in Tajikistan, Creative 

Associates International, July 2011. 
5 After the situational analysis was completed, the number of target districts in Timor Leste was expanded to five 

(adding Manatuto and Viqueque) in order to obtain a sufficient number of schools to ensure the statistical validity of 

the assessment of intervention impact. For details see Dropout Trend Analysis: Timor Leste, Creative Associates 

International, August 2011 and Inventory of Policies and Programs Related to Dropouts in Timor Leste, Creative 

Associates International, July 2011. 

TAJIKISTAN 

 

TIMOR LESTE 
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parents. Timely enrollment of 6-year-olds is especially encouraged, in policy, in India. If these 

policies were enforced, they suggest there should be no dropout through Grade 9. 

 

Several policies address the financial constraints families may feel regarding sending their children 

to school. Uniforms are required in Cambodia, India and Tajikistan. Only in India is there a 

national policy to supply uniforms to disadvantaged children. Textbooks are to be supplied to all 

students in Cambodia, to some students in India and Tajikistan, and must be purchased by all in 

Timor Leste. Only in India is there a policy to try to supply books to disadvantaged children, and 

in general, to encourage girls to attend school. The only country with a policy of providing 

scholarships is Tajikistan, and it specifies that the money is for secondary school students. 

 

Teacher conduct is restricted in a number of ways, all of which may enhance the school experience 

and encourage children to keep attending. First, Cambodia has a code of conduct, which covers a 

variety of teacher behaviors. Second, the two countries where families speak a variety of languages 

(India, Timor Leste) have policies to require the use of the child’s mother tongue, in India 

throughout the grades and in Timor Leste at least through Grade 4. Third, Cambodia, India and 

Tajikistan have prohibited corporal punishment. Finally, in India policies require automatic 

promotion and forbid expulsion in primary school. 

 
Table 1: Summary of Policies and Programs across Countries 

Policy Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

1. Compulsory education Yes: Grades 1-9 Yes: Ages 6-14 Yes: Grades 1-9 Yes, Grades 1-9 

2. Free education Yes Yes Secondary schools 

may charge 

Yes 

3. Timely enrollment Yes No No No 

4. Uniforms required Yes Yes; two provided 

for girls and 

disadvantaged 

students 

Yes No 

5. Provision of textbooks 

and supplies 

Yes May be provided to 

disadvantaged 

Some textbooks No 

6. Provision of meals No No In secondary schools No 

7. Financial assistance No No For secondary 

students 

No 

8. Special gender policies No -Recruitment of 

female teachers 

-Facility access 

-Upper primary 

residential schools 

-Separate toilets 

No No 

9. Teacher code of 

conduct 

Yes No No No 

10. Language of 

instruction 

No  Child’s mother 

tongue 

No Portuguese, with 

Tetun in Grades 

1-4 

11. Prohibition of 

corporal punishment 

Yes Yes Yes No 

12. Automatic promotion No Yes for primary 

school 

 

No No 
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II. Design of the Situational Analysis 
 

A. Conceptual Framework 

 

School dropout is a phenomenon driven by influences at multiple levels. The personal 

characteristics and circumstances of the child and his/her attitudes and motivations are formed by 

and interact with those of his/her parents and the family situation, the school and his/her peers, and 

the community in which he/she lives.6 Underlying all these “spheres of influence” or domains are 

policies at the regional and national levels that contribute to and shape these other factors. 

Together, the policy environment and the child-, family-, school- and community-level factors 

produce the complex phenomenon of school dropout. The main purpose of the situational analysis 

is to identify the factors associated with school dropout in each of the five domains and their 

relationships to each other. Presented below in Figure 3 is the conceptual framework for dropout 

with illustrative factors presented in each of the domains. 

 
  

                                                        
6 For details see SDPP Review of the Literature, Creative Associates International, January 2011. 

Policy Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

13. Prohibition of 

expulsion 

No Yes for primary 

school 

No No 

14. Minimum age for 

marriage 

Males-20; 

Females-18  

Males-21; 

Females-18 

Males and females-

18 

No 

15. Restrictions of child 

labor 

Under 15: no 

hazardous 

occupations; at 

12, light work 

allowed 

Under 14: only in 

family-owned 

enterprises 

Under 15: only in 

work not harmful to 

health and not 

interfering with 

learning 

Under 15 

16. Distance to school Program to bring 

schools closer to 

where citizens 

reside 

School within 1 

kilometer of every 

habitation 

No No 

17. Access for children 

with disabilities 

Inclusion where 

possible and 

special schools 

where needed 

No No No 

18. Presence of School 

Management Committee 

No Yes No No 
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Figure 3: Conceptual Framework  

 
 

B. Research Questions  

 

The situational analysis aimed to identify the nature and magnitude of the interaction between 

dropout behavior and various supply-side and demand-side factors. The following questions were 

explored to answer the overriding research question—“What puts a student in the target grade(s) 

in the target provinces or districts at risk of dropping out?”  

 

1. What are the characteristics of at-risk students, dropouts and their families? 

2. What are at-risk students’ experience with, opinions of and aspirations for schooling? 

3. What have parents done to support their child in school? 

4. What reasons do children (and their parents) say would cause or have caused them to drop 

out of school? 

5. How does the school view dropout and address it? 

6. What community factors influence dropout? 

7. What do children, parents, educators and communities suggest would mitigate dropout?  

 



 

School Dropout Prevention Pilot Program -- Findings from the Situational Analyses Page 8 

 

C. Research Approach and Sample Description 

 

The situational analyses, which were conducted in June (Cambodia, Tajikistan and Timor Leste) 

or October (India) 2011, focused on the target provinces or districts in each country selected for 

intervention, based on the dropout trend analysis. Using stratified random sampling, 30 to 35 

schools were chosen, proportional to the total number of schools in each province or district. 

Schools were stratified by size (large/small) and type of community (urban/rural). Each school 

received a pre-visit to identify the respondents and for other logistical arrangements. The pre-visits 

allowed the researchers to ascertain whether appropriate schools were selected, develop a 

relationship with the school administrator, and schedule the interviews. The final sample included 

the respondents described on Table 2.  

 
Table 2: Sample Description  

 

 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

Target Grade(s) 7,8,9 5 9 4,5,6 

Schools 31 32 30 35 

At-Risk Students 292 372 306 358 

At-Risk Parents 292 352 305 358 

Dropouts 288 317 298 300 

Dropout Parents 294 327 298 317 

Teachers 146 160 150 158 

School Administrators 30 32 30 35 

Local Education Officers 17 11 3 3 

Community Members 30 32 30 30 

 

“At-risk students” were defined as those who showed at least two of the following characteristics: 

frequently absent, weak academic performance, multiple grade repetition, overage and/or 

vulnerable background (poor, orphan, etc.). A “dropout” is a child no longer enrolled in school or 

attending in the current academic year. The category of “at-risk parents” includes the parents or 

guardians of students deemed at risk of dropping out; and “dropout parents” are the parents or 

guardians of children who have already dropped out. “School administrators” are the directors, 

principals or heads of the schools in the sample. “Community members” are active members of a 

community group likely to be involved in education (e.g., School Management Committee, Parent-

Teacher Association, or Village Education Committee). 

 

Three important observations concerning the sample can help in interpreting the results provided 

later in this report. First, dropout occurs at different times in the school cycle in different countries. 

India and Cambodia have significant dropout rates in primary school; Cambodia in lower 

secondary; and Tajikistan in Grade 9, the last grade in lower secondary. In consequence, some 

comparisons among countries may not be appropriate. Second, the samples included sufficiently 

large numbers of children, parents and school staff to make sure the results could be generalized 

to the target area and be robust enough to provide insight into other areas of the country.  

 

Third, the gender of respondents is not always equally distributed between males and females 

(Table 3). Interviewers asked to speak to the parent who was most readily available, and in most 

cases (Cambodia, India, Tajikistan and dropout parents in Timor Leste), the proportion of fathers 
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and mothers was not equal. Teachers, administrators, education officials and community 

representatives in all of these countries are largely male. However, attempts—not always 

successful--were made to interview equal numbers of students and dropouts. 
 

Table 3: Gender of Sample 

Respondents 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

M F M F M F M F 

At-Risk Students 57% 43% 51% 49% 48% 52% 57% 43% 

At-Risk Parents 31% 69% 33% 67% 32% 68% 49% 51% 

Dropouts 44% 56% 59% 41% 49% 51% 49% 51% 

Dropout Parents 34% 66% 31% 69% 32% 68% 56% 44% 

Teachers 62% 38% 53% 47% 75% 25% 68% 32% 

School Administrators 100% 0% 91% 9% 90% 10% 91% 9% 

Local Education Officers 88% 12% 100% 0% 100% 0% 67% 33% 

Community Members 87% 13% 74% 26% 83% 17% 83% 17% 

 

D. Data Collection  

 

Research data was collected through the administration of closed-ended questionnaires. Six five-

person teams comprising local university students and a team leader collected the data over a two-

week period. Two days were spent at each school for data collection from at-risk students, 

dropouts, their parents, school personnel, a local education officer, and community members.  

 

Child-level data collection. Data was collected from two groups of children: (1) students in the 

target grades at risk of dropping out of school and (2) former students who have dropped out of 

the school. At-risk students were identified using a set of clear criteria based on “predictors of 

dropout” identified in the international literature (e.g., overage, grade repetition, absenteeism, poor 

performance, vulnerable background) and modified or augmented by those identified by key 

informants in each country. At-risk student and dropout questionnaires contained questions 

regarding: 

 

 Demographic information (ethnicity, language, age);  

 Household background (parents’ education/occupation, living situation, birth order, 

dropout among siblings);   

 Academic history (age started school, scholastic performance, history of grade 

repetition/dropout, absenteeism, behavior);  

 School experience (like/dislike about school, peers and friends, teacher absenteeism, 

teacher and school support, involvement in extracurricular activity, distance to school);  

 Competing activities and interests (activities that take time away from studies, time spent 

on chores, work opportunities);  

 Attitudes and aspirations (importance of schooling, utility of education, congruence of 

aspiration with education, plans next academic year, future plans);  

 Family support (parent-teacher interaction, parental aspiration, decision points to continue 

or drop out, financial support by parents);  

 Perception of dropout (friends/peers who have dropped out, reasons child may drop out 

from school, acceptable age to drop out); and   
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 Dropout mitigation (potential interventions to make school interesting/fun/useful, increase 

attendance and perform better in school). 

 

Parent-level data collection. Two versions of the parent/guardian questionnaire were developed: 

one for parents/guardians of students at-risk of dropping out and one for parents/ guardians of 

students who have dropped out. One parent per family was questioned, generally the parent most 

readily available. The questionnaires addressed the parent’s own educational background and 

family demographics, the child’s schooling, how investments and decisions about education have 

been made (including the decision to drop out of school for children who have already dropped 

out), and questions about parents’ values and expectations for their children’s education and 

economic activity. They captured information about parents’ perceptions and attitudes related to 

education and school dropout, as well as their priorities for their children, the obstacles to 

education, and the economic factors that drive educational decisions. The questionnaire for parents 

of children who have dropped out of school also investigated the decision-making process that 

occurred around school dropout. 

 

School-level data collection. The structured teacher questionnaire was administered individually. 

It contained questions related to teacher demographics and educational background, qualifications 

for teaching, training received in dropout prevention or identification of students at risk of dropout, 

students the teacher considered at-risk and why, attitudes toward teaching such students and 

strategies they implement, and awareness of national policies or programs related to school 

dropout.  

 

Likewise, the school administrator questionnaire captured data about any school policies, 

practices, or programs that address the problem of school dropout, as well as information about 

the quality of the school such as the language of instruction, the resources available for each grade 

level, the student-teacher and student-classroom ratios, teacher absenteeism, school fees, and the 

availability of extracurricular activities. The questionnaire also captured information on the 

principal’s attitudes toward teacher training, school dropout, and the factors associated with 

dropout.  

 

An additional school-level tool captured information from school records such as enrollment, 

dropout and grade promotion rates for the target grades, and summary measures of student 

performance on standardized or other tests. Another part of this tool included a checklist to capture 

basic characteristics of the school environment or facilities and attendance through headcount.  

 

Community-level data collection. At the community level, a questionnaire was developed for a 

structured interview with key members of the School Management Committee (SMC), Parent-

Teacher Association (PTA), Village Education Committee or other community group involved in 

school support. The questionnaire covered topics such as basic community characteristics, the 

local economy (and its implications for child labor and schooling), community values related to 

education, causes of dropout, goals for young people in the community, the role of the school in 

the community, perceptions of school quality, and what could be done in the community to prevent 

school dropout.  
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Finally, a structured questionnaire for one representative of the local education authority from the 

relevant education ministry administrative unit (e.g., block, district, province) was developed to 

capture information about district, regional and national policies related to school dropout and their 

implementation at the local level, as well as the official’s perceptions of dropout as a problem in 

their locale and the ways that policies and practices may contribute to or prevent it. Table 4 lists 

the instruments used in the research. 

 
Table 4: Data Collection Instruments 

Child Family School Community 

 At-Risk Student 

Questionnaire 

 Dropout 

Questionnaire 

 At-Risk Parent 

Questionnaire 

 Dropout Parent 

Questionnaire 

 Teacher 

Questionnaire 

 School Administrator 

Questionnaire 

 School Data Capture 

Tool 

 SMC/PTA Member 

Questionnaire 

 Local Education 

Officer Questionnaire 

 

 

III. Situational Analysis Findings  
 

In this section of the report, we review each of the seven research questions of the situational 

analysis to summarize the characteristics of dropouts and their families, the children’s experience 

with school, how parents have supported their child’s education, the reasons children and parents 

cite for dropout, how the school views dropout and addresses it, the community factors that 

influence dropout and respondents’ ideas about actions to reduce dropout. 

 

A. What are the characteristics of at-risk students, dropouts and their families?  

 

The answer to this question supplies background information on at-risk students, dropouts and 

their families. Major variables include family stability, economic condition, history of schooling 

among family members, the language(s) used at home and at school, the length of the child’s daily 

commute and whether the child is engaged or married. Such information provides a context for the 

exploration of the school experience of the children in the sample. 

 

Stable families. In all four countries, most of the children surveyed live in stable families (Table 

5). These families largely have two living parents, and the child lives with those parents. The blue 

cells on the table show items on which there are gender differences in the sample, the blue color 

indicating that significantly more boys than girls share that characteristic. Thus, more at-risk boys 

than at-risk girls in Cambodia have two living parents, and more dropout boys than dropout girls 

in India have two living parents and the child lives with his parents. Since one requirement for 

target area selection for the SDPP project was low migration, most families had not migrated to 

the area in the previous few years. 
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Table 5: Characteristics of Children At-Risk of Dropping out and Dropouts  

Characteristic 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

1. Two living parents 80% 87% 90% 90% 88% 84% 75% 81% 

2. Child lives with parents 88% 89% 92% 94% 95% 96% 87% 86% 

3. Economic condition adequate or 

poor 

90% 92% 68% 70% 91% 92% 81% 80% 

4. Comes to school hungry often or 

always 

4% 4% 4% 3% 19% 44% 51% 58% 

5. Mother has no schooling 20% 27% 75% 83% 1% 2% 67% 78% 

6. Father has no schooling 11% 14% 42% 49% 0% 0% 57% 66% 

7. Student understands the language 

teacher taught in 

94% 97% 92% 88% 94% 95% 88% 81% 

8. Commute >30 minutes 73% 80% 19% 9% 28% 37% 59% 60% 

9. Engaged or married <1% 1% 3% 22% 6% 7% 2% 17% 
Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 

 

Economic condition. In general, parents in all four countries describe their economic status as 

adequate or poor. In Timor Leste, more parents of boys than girls rate their economic condition as 

adequate or poor; more parents of girls than boys rate their condition as “very bad.” When the 

children answered the question of how frequently they come to school hungry, the picture of 

economic status changed somewhat. Child hunger is rare in Cambodia and India, occurs for 1 in 5 

at-risk students in Tajikistan, and affects about half of the dropouts in Tajikistan and both at-risk 

students and dropouts in Timor Leste. The pink cell under Tajikistan shows that significantly more 

at-risk girls reported coming to school hungry than at-risk boys. 

 

Education.  The history of education in the family differs across countries. Almost all parents in 

Tajikistan have been to school, while a quarter of the mothers and fathers in Cambodia had no 

schooling and two-thirds or more of the parents in India and Timor Leste never attended school.   

 

Language. In both Cambodia and Tajikistan, the languages 

spoken at home and at school are largely the same; 94 percent 

or more of students say they understand the language the 

teacher uses. However, the diversity of ethnic groups and 

mother tongues in India and Timor Leste means that the 

languages of home and school are often different. In India, the 

law requires teachers to use the child’s home language in the 

primary classroom, but the statistics in Table 5 suggest that 

perhaps 10 percent of students’ language needs are not being 

met. In Timor Leste, the languages of instruction are 

Portuguese and Tetun, the latter broadly spoken throughout Timor Leste.  However, there are 

multiple local languages spoken, so not all children arrive in school with mastery—or-even 

exposure—to Tetun. About 12 percent of at-risk children and 19 percent of dropouts in that country 

said they didn’t understand the language the teacher used in the classroom. 

 

Commute. In India, Tajikistan and Timor Leste, virtually all students walk to school, and in 

Cambodia, a majority ride bicycles. India, in particular, has worked hard to make sure a school is 

The A-B-C’s of Dropout 

 

Global research shows that the 

major causes of dropout may be 

summarized by the acronym ABC: 

 Attendance is sporadic  

 Behavior is problematic  

 Course performance is poor 
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within one kilometer of each residence. In consequence, most students in the target areas in India 

reported that their commute was less than 30 minutes each way. At-risk girls were more likely than 

at-risk boys to say the commute took longer than 30 minutes. Although only a quarter to a third of 

students in Tajikistan reported relatively long commutes, the majority of students in Cambodia 

and Timor Leste faced commutes longer than 30 minutes. 

 

Early marriage. Each of the four countries has a law setting a minimum age for marriage, and 

few of the children in the samples for this study were old enough for a legal marriage. Some in 

Cambodia and Tajikistan (where the target grades were in lower secondary school) may have met 

the legal limits, but less than 1 percent of the sample in Cambodia reported being engaged or 

married. The percentages were somewhat higher in Tajikistan (6% of at-risk students and 7% of 

dropouts). The highest percentages were in India and Timor Leste, especially among dropout girls. 

Twenty-two percent of dropout girls in India were engaged or married as were 17 percent of 

dropout girls in Timor Leste. The pink cells show that significantly more girls were engaged or 

married in these two countries than boys. 

 

In sum, certain characteristics of the families of at-risk students are commonly held in all four 

countries under study: families tend to be stable with an adequate or low income. There is some 

variation in the schooling of parents, language-of-instruction issues, and the practice of early 

marriage. In Tajikistan, nearly all parents had been to school; in Cambodia, about three-quarters 

had received some education; but in India and Timor Leste the majority of parents had not been to 

school. The language used in school was generally not a problem for students in Cambodia and 

Tajikistan, and was a problem for 10 to 20 percent in India and Timor Leste.  Early marriage was 

uncommon in Cambodia and Tajikistan, but relatively common among girls in India and Timor 

Leste.  

 

B. What are at-risk students’ experiences with, opinions of and aspirations for schooling?  

 

Research from many countries around the world suggests that dropouts are more likely to 

experience: (1) a history of difficulty in school, (2) high absenteeism, (3) siblings who dropped 

out, (4) a lack of commitment to school and (5) problematic behavior in school.  

 

Academic history. Many of the at-risk students and dropouts in the study have had difficulty with 

school (Table 6). More than half of the sampled students in Cambodia, Tajikistan and Timor Leste 

have failed a subject, with at-risk boys in Cambodia and Tajikistan more likely to have failed than 

at-risk girls. Almost half of students in Cambodia and Timor Leste have repeated a grade, with 

more boys in Cambodia likely to repeat than girls. The reason that so few in India have failed a 

subject or repeated a grade may be because there is an automatic promotion requirement in primary 

school, not because they are all mastering basic skills. In India, as in other countries, a quarter or 

more of parents reported that their children were having difficulties with their studies. In 

Tajikistan, more dropout parents of boys said their children had trouble with their studies than 

parents of girls. A third to one half of students reported that they rarely or never completed their 

homework, which may at least partially explain why they had difficulty with their studies. Boys in 

Cambodia and Tajikistan more frequently reported not doing homework than girls, but the pattern 

was reversed in Timor Leste for at-risk students where more girls said they didn’t complete 

homework than boys. 
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Table 6: Academic Risk Factors 

Risk Factor 
Cambodia India* Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

1. Failed a subject 69% 75% 23% 27% 53% 52% 56% 60% 

2. Repeated a grade 46% 41% 12% 18% 3% 4% 51% 37% 

3. Parents said student has had 

difficulties with studies 
52% 35% 25% 28% 32% 28% 27% 27% 

4. Rarely or never completed 

homework 
33% 30% 38% 49% 47% 47% 37% 46% 

5. Absent 2+ days per month 35% 24% 36% 61% 41% 45% 45% 58% 

6. Absent 15+ days in a row 56% 34% 39% 55% 53% 53% 30% 42% 

7. Sibling dropped out 39% 50% 28% 30% 34% 42% 20% 35% 

8. Child dropped out before 14% 20% 11% 11% 3% 4% 11% 19% 
Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys    *Policy of automatic promotion is in effect. 

 

Attendance. Items 5 and 6 in Table 6 concern attendance. Children were asked if they had missed 

more than two days of school per month in the last year of school and if they had ever missed 15 

or more days in succession. In all countries, absenteeism is high among the surveyed students. In 

terms of absences of more than 2 days per month, the percentages vary from 24 percent among 

dropouts in Cambodia to 61 percent among dropouts in India. In terms of absences of at least 15 

days in a row, there is a similar range, from 20 percent of at-risk students in Timor Leste to 50 

percent of dropouts in Cambodia. More at-risk boys in Cambodia than at-risk girls reported 

absences of over two days a month; and more at-risk and dropout boys than girls in Cambodia said 

they were absent more than 15 consecutive days. 

  

The top five reasons that children gave for their absences from school suggest that illness was the 

main culprit in India, Tajikistan and Timor Leste; only in Cambodia was another reason provided 

(Table 7). Illness was a more frequent reason for dropout girls in India 

than dropout boys. Demands made on children for their labor to 

contribute to the family income and wellbeing also figure prominently 

among the reasons for absenteeism. In Cambodia, needing to work on the 

farm or outside the home was the major reason for missing school. Work 

on the farm was more frequent for at-risk boys than girls in Cambodia 

and for dropout boys than dropout girls in India. Chores were a reason for 

more at-risk boys than girls in Tajikistan, while caring for a sick family 

member was more common among at-risk girls in Cambodia, at-risk and dropout girls in Tajikistan 

and dropout girls in Timor Leste. The final reason for absence in Tajikistan was the lack of proper 

clothes or school supplies, and the final reason in the other countries was “did not want to go to 

school.” At-risk boys in Timor Leste were more likely than girls to use this reason.  

 
  

In general, when 

children are not ill, 

girls stay home to 

care for sick 

relatives, and boys 

to work on the farm. 
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Table 7: Top Five Reasons Children Give for Absence from School* 

Reason 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

1. Ill 9% 14% 55% 30% 32% 35% 24% 35% 

2. Work on farm/outside home 38% 45% 8% 14% 14% 16% 30% 16% 

3. Household chores  17% 12% 10% 19% 16% 13% 15% 14% 

4. Care for sick family member 15% 10% 14% 13% 11% 14% 13% 18% 

5. Lacked proper clothes/supplies -- -- -- -- 12% 10% -- -- 

6. Did not want to go to school 7% 5% <1% 7% -- -- 9% 10% 
Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 

*Only five reasons are shown in each column. A dash means that that item was not in the top five for the column’s 

respondents. 

 

Parents were asked how important they thought attendance in school was, and almost all answered 

that it was important, but a number of them still allowed their children to stay home when they 

were not sick. Specifically, when at-risk parents (the only group questioned about this topic) were 

asked if their child was allowed to stay home when not ill, the percentages saying “yes” were 

strikingly high: 66 percent in Cambodia, 15 percent in India, 28 percent in Tajikistan and 21 

percent in Timor Leste.  

 

History of dropout. The final academic risk factors on Table 5 describe the history of dropout in 

the family. Between 20 percent and 50 percent of the children in each respondent group had 

siblings who had dropped out, and the percentages were much higher among those children who 

dropped out themselves in Cambodia, Tajikistan and Timor Leste. Children were also asked if they 

themselves had dropped out before and up to one-fifth had done so (more boys than girls in Timor 

Leste), but this variable did not differentiate the at-risk and dropout groups.  

 

Interest in and attitudes toward school. Most children said education was important for them, 

and their parents agreed, though for different reasons (Table 8). The six major reasons are listed 

in priority order for children and then for parents. A majority of children in all four countries said 

that education would help them be happier and smarter. With the exception of dropouts in India 

(many of whom had a poor view of the value of education), a majority of children also said 

education would help them find a good job, earn more money, be respected in the community and 

find a good spouse. A majority of parents, on the other hand, supported one single reason: that 

education is important for the child to find a good job.  

 

Where gender differences exist (shown by colored cells), education is 

seen as more important for boys to get a good job (at-risk students in 

Tajikistan, at-risk and dropout parents in India), earn more money (at-

risk students, at-risk parents, dropouts and dropout parents in India, at-

risk students and dropout parents in Tajikistan) and be respected in the 

community (dropout parents in Cambodia and at-risk students in 

Tajikistan). Education is more important for girls to make them smarter 

(dropout parents in Tajikistan and at-risk parents in Timor Leste) and 

find them a good spouse (parents in India and Tajikistan). 
 

  

For boys, education is 

more important to get a 

good job, earn more 

money and be respected.  

 

For girls, education can 

make them smarter and 

help find a good spouse. 
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Table 8: Reasons Why Education is Important 

Reason 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

Children’s Views 

1. To be happier 98% 96% 82% 59% 87% 84% 99% 95% 

2. To be smarter 100% 98% 68% 56% 84% 88% 99% 96% 

3. To find a good job 98% 96% 73% 42% 82% 59% 99% 98% 

4. To earn more money 98% 93% 68% 47% 76% 57% 94% 93% 

5. To be respected in the community 98% 99% 60% 34% 75% 64% 97% 96% 

6. To find a good spouse 86% 87% 71% 47% 81% 63% 61% 72% 

Parents’ Views 

1. To find a good job 86% 83% 84% 83% 87% 76% 74% 80% 

2. To earn more money 50% 47% 57% 58% 37% 38% 24% 35% 

3. To be smarter 26% 22% 40% 38% 26% 44% 69% 58% 

4. To be respected in the community 28% 24% 16% 15% 41% 39% 19% 24% 

5. To be happier 22% 21% 29% 30% 24% 18% 19% 20% 

6. To find a good spouse 7% 7% 23% 21% 35% 28% 4% 5% 
Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 

 

A majority of students in all countries expressed positive attitudes toward school (Table 9). These 

are listed on the chart beginning with the attitude held by the highest percentage of children. More 

than 80 percent of all groups of at-risk students and dropouts said they have friends at school, like 

going to school, enjoy learning new things, feel safe at school and find their classes interesting. 

They also shared good opinions of their teachers, with at least 75 percent of each group saying 

their teachers wanted them to succeed in school and liked them. Percentages of positive responses 

drop markedly in Cambodia, India, and Tajikistan when children assessed their teachers’ view of 

their intelligence: 33 to 45 percent did not think the teachers found them intelligent. While the 

majority in these countries found the teachers approachable, between 26 to 48 percent did not ask 

them for help when it was needed. Only in Timor Leste were the responses uniformly positive. 
 

Some differences exist, especially among countries, with regard to the frequency of teacher 

behaviors. A majority of students in all countries said that their teacher has come to their desk to 

check work, given them feedback on assignments and provided extra help if they were having 

trouble. However, the percentages are lower in India on all three of these measures and in 

Tajikistan on the last two. Most children in Cambodia and Timor Leste reported that their teacher 

organized study groups or extra tutoring, whereas fewer than half of students in India or Tajikistan 

have witnessed this behavior.  

 

In terms of the last two teacher behaviors, criticizing students for wrong answers and using 

physical punishment (forbidden by law in all four countries), the frequency of students 

experiencing the behaviors is different across countries. More than half the students in Tajikistan 

and Timor Leste said that teachers criticize them for wrong answers; the inverse was true in 

Cambodia and India, although at least a quarter of children cited criticism. Notable percentages of 

children said the teacher uses physical punishment, ranging from 30 percent in Tajikistan, to 53 

percent in India and 54 percent in Timor Leste. Physical punishment was least prevalent in 

Cambodia.  
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Some gender differences exist in these attitudes, with girls sharing more positive attitudes than 

boys toward school. More dropout girls in India said they liked going to school; more at-risk and 

dropout girls in Cambodia enjoyed learning new things; and more at-risk girls in Cambodia said 

classes were interesting. Attitudes toward teachers and teacher behavior had mixed results by 

gender. More dropout girls than boys in India and Timor Leste said the teacher came to their desk 

to check work. More dropout girls than boys in Tajikistan believed the teacher thought they were 

intelligent, but more dropout boys thought so in India. More boys than girls in Timor Leste thought 

that the teachers liked them; more dropout boys than girls in Tajikistan said the teacher gave them 

feedback on assignments; more at-risk boys than girls in India said the teacher organized study 

groups; and more boys than girls in India and Tajikistan said the teachers used physical 

punishment. 

 
Table 9: Children’s Attitudes toward School  

Attitude 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

Toward school 

1. Has friends at school 98% 97% 92% 85% 98% 96% 99% 97% 

2. Likes going to school 97% 93% 96% 89% 86% 90% 99% 93% 

3. Enjoys learning new things 93% 91% 91% 87% 92% 89% 100% 95% 

4. Feels safe at school 98% 97% 81% 81% 91% 88% 95% 88% 

5. Classes are interesting 94% 95% 81% 72% 84% 82% 97% 92% 

Toward teachers 

6. Believes teacher wants him/her 

to succeed 
100% 100% 90% 82% 89% 89% 98% 95% 

7. Thinks teacher likes him/her 87% 88% 89% 78% 83% 78% 93% 89% 

8. Has asked teacher for help with 

schoolwork 
62% 58% 73% 67% 73% 74% 82% 67% 

9. Thinks teacher believes he/she 

is intelligent 
65% 67% 62% 56% 55% 61% 89% 92% 

Toward teacher behavior 

10. Says teacher has come to 

his/her desk to check work 
90% 93% 73% 65% 94% 93% 98% 91% 

11. Says teacher gives him/her 

feedback on assignments 
96% 97% 72% 63% 89% 86% 98% 95% 

12. Says teacher provides extra 

help if student is having problems 
99% 98% 61% 52% 75% 73% 93% 84% 

13. Reports that teacher organizes 

study groups or extra tutoring 
88% 95% 20% 23% 40% 28% 85% 75% 

14. Says teacher criticizes students 

who answer incorrectly 
28% 30% 44% 49% 52% 59% 68% 71% 

15. Reports that teacher uses 

physical punishment 
12% 13% 50% 53% 32% 41% 43% 54% 

Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 

 

Aspirations. The children in these samples have relatively high aspirations for their schooling. All 

the at-risk and dropout groups of children, on average, expected to complete lower or upper 

secondary school (Table 10). In Cambodia, India and Tajikistan, the groups of dropouts have just 

as high aspirations for schooling as the at-risk students. Only in Timor Leste is there a difference, 
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with dropouts expecting to attend school two fewer years than at-risk students. In none of these 

groups of children did gender differences appear in educational aspirations. In three countries 

(Cambodia, India and Timor Leste), parents agreed with their children’s high aspirations or wanted 

them to attend even more years of school. In Tajikistan, more parents of girls than boys wanted 

their children to complete a Grade 9 education, and more parents of boys than girls wanted their 

children to complete Grade 11. 

 
Table 10: Aspirations for Child’s Education (Grade or Level desired) 

Country At-Risk Students Dropouts At-Risk Parents 

Cambodia Grade 11 Grade 11 Grade 11 (70%) 

India Grade 9 Grade 9 Grade 11 (57%) 

Tajikistan Grade 11 Grade 11 Grade 9 (46%) Grade 11 (42%) 

Timor Leste Grade 12 Grade 10 Grade 12 (47%); Univ. (50%) 

Blue=more parents of boys than girls, Pink=more parents of girls than boys 

 

Extra-curricular activities. Relatively few students are involved in extra-curricular activities at 

school, with the possible exception of sports (Table 11). All activities that involved at least 20 

percent of the samples of respondents are shown on the table. After-school sports kept at least 20 

percent of students at school in all four countries, particularly boys (as shown by the blue cells on 

the table). In Cambodia, more than half of the students stayed for private tutoring and many for 

religious activities or traditional ceremonies. In India, many students had required physical labor, 

noted by more dropout boys than girls. Finally, in Tajikistan some students had clubs to attend, 

and 22 percent of at-risk students (more girls than boys) stayed for other school events.  

 
Table 11: Students’ Extra-Curricular Activities 

Activity 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

1. Sports 33% 44% 48% 47% 23% 25% 63% 71% 

2. Private tutoring 56% 59% -- -- -- -- -- -- 

3. Religious activities/traditional 

ceremonies 
25% 33% -- -- -- -- -- -- 

4. Physical labor for school -- -- 46% 50% -- -- -- -- 

5. School clubs -- -- -- -- 20% 27% -- -- 

6. School events -- -- -- -- 22% -- -- -- 
Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 

 

Behavior problems. In some countries, dropouts and at-risk students have a history of behavior 

problems in school. This phenomenon was true for some students in the target countries but 

nowhere near a majority (Table 12). Tajikistan and Timor Leste had somewhat larger numbers of 

children with behavioral issues than Cambodia and India. Where there were gender differences, 

more boys got in trouble than girls. 

 
  



 

School Dropout Prevention Pilot Program -- Findings from the Situational Analyses Page 19 

 

Table 12: Behavioral Issues 

Issue 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

1. Percent of students who have been 

in trouble at school 
2% `4% 3% 10% 19% 29% 9% 17% 

2. Percent of students who have 

broken school rules 
16% 16% 5% 9% 17% 19% 15% 28% 

3. Percent of students who had 

conflicts with teachers 
4% 6% 1% 5% 6% 10% 3% 7% 

4. Percent of students who have been 

suspended or expelled 
2% 1% 1% 5% 4% 9% 5% 13% 

Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 

 

In sum, at-risk students in these four countries tend to be struggling with school. Many have failed 

at least one course, and parents say a lot of the children are having trouble with their studies. The 

rate of absenteeism is high, with a number of parents allowing their children to stay home when 

not ill in order to do chores, help in the family business or care for a sick relative. Few children 

are engaged in extra-curricular activities, and if they are, the activity is generally sports. On the 

positive side, most of the children feel that education is important for them (dropouts in India are 

an exception). They like school and have positive things to say about their teachers, although some 

notable negative behaviors by teachers exist in the form of criticism and corporal punishment. 

Behavior problems are relatively rare. 

 

C. What have parents done to support their child in school?  

 

Research in many countries suggests that parental involvement in their children’s schooling 

process enhances the child’s learning and is related to the child staying in school. The 

questionnaires asked similar questions of children and parents, and the responses of these two 

groups are presented separately below. 

 

Children’s views. According to at-risk students and dropouts, their parents have supported their 

education in many ways (Table 13). In all four countries, a majority of children say their parents 

asked them about school, gave them time to study, made sure they attended regularly, and helped 

them with their studies. These items tend to be organizational (getting the child off to school or to 

do homework) and/or easily accomplished within the home (asking about school, helping with 

homework).  

 

The colored cells in the table indicate less frequent parental involvement, where according to the 

children less than half of parents act in these ways. In India, dropouts reported that less than half 

of their parents reviewed the report card or their homework. Since the majority of parents in that 

country had no schooling, their inability to read may explain their lack of involvement in these 

ways.  
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Table 13: Parental Involvement: Children’s Views 

Parental Involvement: Children’s 

Views 

Cambodia India* Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

1. Asked child about school 92% 92% 87% 82% 86% 87% 94% 88% 

2. Gave child time to study 95% 91% 82% 67% 77% 76% 93% 82% 

3. Made sure child attended regularly 76% 81% 89% 81% 74% 78% 91% 83% 

4. Helped child with studies 83% 77% 86% 70% 80% 80% 89% 77% 

5. Reviewed report card 68% 75% 63% 37% 92% 91% 93% 81% 

6. Reviewed homework 70% 69% 63% 42% 84% 82% 76% 63% 

7. Met with child’s teacher 46% 45% 81% 71% 82% 83% 69% 65% 

8. Attended SMC/PTA meetings/ 

school events 
49% 49% 35% 23% 90% 88% 82% 78% 

9. Obtained extra help 72% 68% 60% 51% 19% 23% 43% 42% 
Green=less frequent parental involvement 

 

The last three items on the table, the ones least frequently done by parents, are actions that require 

a parent to leave the home and involve other people. In Cambodia, fewer than half of parents were 

described as having met with the child’s teacher or attended a meeting or school event. In India, it 

also seems true that few parents attend meetings or events at school. In Tajikistan and Timor Leste, 

parents appear to have drawn a line at obtaining extra help for their children. 

 

Parents’ views.  Parents said they were involved in their child’s schooling somewhat less 

frequently than their children (Table 14). As shown by the presence of one or more colored cells 

on each line, less than 50 percent of at least one of the eight groups of parents said they were 

involved. India was particularly problematic in this regard, where every cell is colored for dropout 

parents. At the other extreme are parents in Tajikistan and dropout parents in Timor Leste, where 

more than 50 percent participate in all but one area – obtaining extra help. 
 

Table 14: Parental Involvement: Parent’s Views 

Parental Involvement: Parents’ 

Views 

Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

1. Talked with child about future 

education 
89% 84% 61% 47% 83% 87% 95% 89% 

2. Talked with child about feelings 

toward school 
82% 75% 53% 43% 75% 78% 82% 82% 

3. Reviewed report card 56% 60% 43% 31% 87% 82% 91% 80% 

4. Talked with child about 

schoolwork 
52% 41% 60% 47% 84% 91% 80% 71% 

5. Checked homework 58% 47% 53% 39% 86% 80% 72% 64% 

6. Talked to child about dropping out 65% 65% 38% 42% 73% 82% 23% 50% 

7. Talked to teacher about child’s 

performance 
28% 22% 49% 43% 83% 83% 59% 59% 

8. Helped child complete assignments 
26% 18% 42% 29% 75% 76% 61% 53% 

9. Obtained extra help 50% 41% 52% 40% 10% 12% 38% 40% 
Green=less frequent parental involvement 
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In general, parents’ views agree with their children’s. More parents are likely to deal with their 

child’s schooling at home than venturing out of the home. That is, the highest frequency of parental 

involvement is talking to the child, reviewing the report card and checking that homework is done 

(although data in Table 6 reveals that one-third to one-half of children fail to complete their 

homework, which throws some doubt on the frequency of parental intervention in this area.) Fewer 

parents go to the school to discuss the child’s performance and obtain extra help for the child. 

Fewer also help the child complete assignments, which may reflect their own lack of schooling or, 

at least, feeling rusty in their own skills.  

 

Gender differences. In a variety of ways, more parents were described – or described themselves 

– as more involved with their son’s education than their daughter’s (Table 15). The blue cells on 

the table show the items on which more boys described their parents as involved than girls 

described their parents or more parents of boys described themselves as involved than parents of 

girls. Note that items are shown only if at least one cell showed a gender difference. 

 

In Tajikistan, more at-risk boys saw their parents involved than girls in 

four ways: asking the child about school, giving them time to study, 

making sure they attended regularly and meeting with the teacher. In 

Cambodia, more at-risk boys said their parents met with the teacher and 

obtained extra help for them than did girls. On no item did more girls 

say their parents were involved than boys. 

 

More parents of boys than girls also said they were involved in their 

children’s schooling, and the differences were on a variety of items. In 

Cambodia, more at-risk parents of boys than girls talked with their 

children about future education, and more dropout parents of boys 

talked to the child about dropping out. In India, more at-risk parents of 

boys than girls reviewed the report card, and more dropout parents of 

boys checked the homework, reviewed the report card, talked to the teacher about the child’s 

performance and obtained extra help. In Tajikistan, more at-risk parents of boys than girls talked 

to the child about future education options. The only item on which more parents of girls were 

involved than parents of boys was the discussion of the child dropping out, where at-risk parents 

of girls in Tajikistan were more likely to have had the discussion than at-risk parents of boys. It is 

not clear who brought up the subject and whether parents were urging the girls to stay in school or 

to drop out. Overall, then, parents seem more encouraging of the education of their sons than their 

daughters. 

 

In sum, most children said their parents were very involved in their education, at least in the 

supportive tasks that are done at home, such as making sure the child gets off to school on time, 

asking about school and providing the child with time to study. Fewer students reported that their 

parents went to the school or obtained extra help for the child from outside the family. Fewer 

parents than children said they were involved, especially among dropout families in India. On a 

number of items, there were differences by gender with parents of boys more involved than parents 

of girls.  

 
  

In general, more 

parents of boys than 

girls are involved in 

their children’s 

education in 

Cambodia, India and 

Tajikistan. The single 

exception is a 

discussion of 

dropping out, held 

more often with girls 

in Tajikistan. 
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Table 15: Gender Differences in Parental Involvement 

Parental Involvement Item 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

Children’s View 

1. Asked child about school     Boys    

2. Gave child time to study     Boys    

3. Made sure child attended regularly     Boys    

4. Met with child’s teacher Boys    Boys    

5. Obtained extra help Boys        

Parents’ View 

6. Talked with child about future 

education 
Boys    Boys    

7. Checked homework    Boys     

8. Reviewed report card   Boys Boys     

9. Talked to child about dropping out  Boys   Girls    

10. Talked to teacher about child’s 

performance 
   Boys     

11. Obtained extra help    Boys     
Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 

D. What reasons do children (and parents) say would cause or have caused them to dropout?  

 

Economic causes. Children and parents agreed on the major causes of dropout both within each 

country and across these four countries (Tables 16 and 17). Economic causes predominate. Ranked 

as a major cause by the highest number of children and parents was either “can’t pay school-related 

expenses” (Tajikistan and Timor Leste) or “help with chores/family business” (Cambodia and 

India). Both of these causes were among the top three reasons cited for dropout in all countries. A 

third economic cause, “work to earn money” is ranked second, third or fourth in all countries. 

Table 16: Top Five Causes of Dropout: Children’s Views 

Cause 
Cambodia India* Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

Economic causes 

1. Can’t pay school-related expenses 42% 34% 28% 38% 56% 59% 60% 42% 

2. Household chores/family business 71% 79% 61% 59% 46% 42% 27% 41% 

3. Work to earn money 49% 49% 30% 28% 29% 24% 26% 29% 

School-related causes 

4. Poor academic performance 20% 19%   14%  19% 16% 

5. Poor school quality    20%     

6. Next grade/school too far away     25% 30%   

7. Did not like school         

8. Fell behind in studies 20% 32%       

9. Asked to leave by school      20%   

10. Overage         

Other causes 

11. Illness   47% 36%   30% 22% 

12. Marriage   30%      

13. Migration         
Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 
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Table 17: Top Five Causes of Dropout: Parent’s Views 

Cause 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

Economic causes 

1. Can’t pay school-related expenses 49% 35% 43% 37% 77% 67% 63% 38% 

2. Household chores/family business 60% 70% 56% 53% 47% 41% 21% 15% 

3. Work to earn money 53% 49% 37% 30% 28% 22% 20% 23% 

School-related causes 

4. Poor academic performance 17% 22%     16%  

5. Poor school quality    16%     

6. Next grade/school too far away     20% 32%   

7. Did not like school        17% 

8. Fell behind in studies 21% 32%       

9. Asked to leave by school         

10. Overage         

Other causes 

11. Illness   42% 39% 19% 17% 25% 29% 

12. Marriage   34%      

13. Migration         
Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 

 

To explore these economic causes further, respondents were asked to name the sorts of things 

children lack and then the time commitments children had outside of school. At least half of parents 

and children said students lacked uniforms or school clothes (Cambodia, India, Tajikistan, Timor 

Leste), shoes (Tajikistan, Timor Leste), and school supplies (Cambodia, Tajikistan, Timor Leste). 

The one non-academic time commitment agreed upon by at least half of parents and children was 

“household chores.” So, due to financial constraints, parents said they cannot always afford the 

costs of sending a child to school, and many feel that the need for the child to be at home to help 

out is greater than the child’s need to be in school. 

 

School-related reasons. At least one school-related cause of dropout ranked among the top five 

in each country, though the reasons varied: “poor academic performance” was cited in three 

countries (Cambodia, Tajikistan and Timor Leste); “poor school quality” (India); “next 

grade/school too far away” (Tajikistan); “did not like school” (Timor Leste); “fell behind in 

studies” (Cambodia); and “asked to leave by school” (Tajikistan). Falling behind in studies, 

performing poorly, and being asked to leave by the school all reinforce the findings above of the 

academic difficulties many children are having in school. The fact that many children “did not like 

school” may explain their absenteeism, at least in part, and “falling behind in studies” is likely to 

be caused by absenteeism. The reason for dropout in Tajikistan that the “next grade/school is too 

far away” reflects the fact that the sample consisted of Grade 9 students, at the end of lower 

secondary school. Upper secondary schools are fewer in number, and travel may well be viewed 

as unsafe by parents. 

 

Other reasons. Two other reasons were included in the top five: “illness” was cited in India, 

Tajikistan and Timor Leste; and “marriage” in India.  
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Agreement on causes. There is remarkable agreement in these causes of dropout between at-risk 

students and dropouts, and at-risk parents and dropout parents. Of the 40 pairings of at-risk and 

dropout (4 countries, 5 causes, and at-risk/dropout), 36 are in agreement. Where there is 

disagreement (India, at-risk students and parents cited “marriage” versus dropouts and their parents 

“poor school quality;” Tajikistan at-risk students “poor academic performance” and dropouts 

“asked to leave by school;” and Timor Leste at-risk parents “poor academic performance” and 

dropout parents “did not like school”), the reasons ranked 4th or 5th rather than at the top of the list. 

Such agreement reinforces the sense that the situational analysis has uncovered a general truth. 

 

Gender differences. To demonstrate the different causes of dropout for boys and girls, the tables 

show pink cells where reasons for dropout were cited more often by girls or parents of girls than 

by boys or parents of boys. In general, “household chores” are more frequently cited as a reason 

for girls to dropout than boys, and “work to earn money” is more frequently cited as a reason for 

boys (at-risk parents in Cambodia are the exception). Gender differences are less frequent for 

“Can’t pay school-related expenses.” This cause is cited once by more girls than boys (among 

dropouts in Cambodia) and once by more boys than girls (among dropouts in Tajikistan). 

 

Gender differences among school-related factors consistently identify boys more than girls as 

having academic issues, including poor academic performance, falling behind in studies and not 

liking school. On the other hand, “marriage” as a cause of dropout, is consistently more frequently 

cited as a cause of dropout for girls in India. “Illness” appears to be gender-neutral. 

 

When girls were asked about teacher attitudes toward boys and girls, a relatively large number – 

about a third in each country – said teachers favored boys. In terms of girls’ beliefs about student 

attitudes, nearly half of girls in Cambodia, 60 percent in India and 75 percent in Tajikistan said 

boys have more time to study. To 75 percent of the girls in Tajikistan, boys should stay in school 

longer than girls. The general sense that students describe teachers as treating boys and girls about 

the same is a positive sign. The sense that girls have less time to study may well be related to the 

prominent position of “household chores” being a major cause of dropout for girls. They have 

many things to do at home besides study, more probably than boys. 

 

In sum, children and parents agreed that economic causes were the major reasons for dropout, with 

girls more often needed for household chores and boys to earn money. They also listed school-

related reasons, and when there were gender differences, these reasons held for boys more often 

than girls. Illness was mentioned, especially in India and Timor Leste. Marriage – largely for girls 

– was a reason given by at-risk students and parents in India. 
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E. How does the school and community view dropout and address it?  

 

School staff opinions on causes of dropout. As was the case for children and parents, economic 

causes were mentioned by more teachers and school administrators than any other reasons for 

dropout (Table 18). The columns labeled with a “Tchr” show teachers’ responses and those labeled 

with “Adm” show administrators’ responses. School staff in all four countries agree that children 

are needed to “help with household chores/family business” and “work to earn money,” and that 

such needs lead to dropout. In Cambodia, Tajikistan and India (teachers only), the staff added that 

families “can’t pay school-related expenses.” 

 
Table 18: Top Five Causes of Dropout: School Staff Views 

Cause 
Cambodia India* Tajikistan Timor Leste 

Tchr Adm Tchr Adm Tchr Adm Tchr Adm 

Economic causes 

1. Can’t pay school-related expenses 28% 28% 29%  64% 72%   

2. Household chores/family business 71% 62% 82% 75% 52% 52% 23% 35% 

3. Work to earn money 58% 83% 47% 58% 31% 28% 23% 37% 

School-related causes 

4. Poor academic performance 31%   22% 26% 42% 24%  

5. Poor school quality         

6. Next grade/school too far away     27% 35%   

7. Did not like school       27% 37% 

8. Fell behind in studies 39%        

9. Asked to leave by school         

10. Overage       29% 33% 

Other causes 

11. Illness   23% 22%     

12. Marriage  37% 41% 44%    33% 

13. Migration  42%       
Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 

 

In each country, school staff cited at least one school-related cause of dropout. In Cambodia, 

teachers claimed the major issues were “poor academic performance” and child “fell behind in 

studies.” In India, administrators cited “poor academic performance.” In Tajikistan, teachers and 

administrators agreed on two factors: “poor academic performance” and “next grade/school too 

far away.” In Timor Leste, teachers included “poor academic performance,” and both teachers and 

administrators cited “did not like school” and “overage.”  

 

Finally, school staff added three other reasons: illness, marriage and migration. “Illness” was 

included in India; “marriage” in Cambodia (by administrators), India and Timor Leste (by 

administrators); and “migration” in Cambodia (by administrators). 

 

School staff differentiated between the importance of some factors for boys and girls. As shown 

by the colored cells in Table 18, “household chores” were a more important reason for girls’ 

dropping out than boys in Tajikistan. In addition, “marriage” was a more relevant factor for girls 

in Cambodia (for administrators), in India and in Timor Leste (for administrators). Other reasons 

were cited as more important for boys than girls: “can’t pay school-related expenses” in India 
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(teachers only); “work to earn money” in India, Tajikistan and Timor Leste (administrators only); 

and “poor academic performance” in Tajikistan (teachers only). 

  

Community opinions on causes of dropout. The views of community groups were very similar 

to those of children, parents and school staff (Table 19). In all countries, community 

representatives included at least two economic causes and one or two school-related causes. In 

India and Tajikistan, they included “illness” and in Timor Leste “marriage.” Since community 

members were not asked to differentiate causes for boys and girls, the table has no colored cells. 

 
Table 19: Top Five Causes of Dropout: Community Views 

Causes of Dropout: Community 

Views* 
Cambodia India* Tajikistan Timor Leste 

Economic causes 

1. Can’t pay school-related expenses 70% 65% 90% 57% 

2. Household chores/family business 63% 58% 31% 43% 

3. Work to earn money 57% 58% 31%  

School-related causes 

4. Poor academic performance 23%    

5. Poor school quality  32%   

6. Next grade/school too far away   31%  

7. Did not like school 23%   31% 

8. Fell behind in studies     

9. Asked to leave by school     

10. Overage    20% 

Other causes 

11. Illness  19% 24%  

12. Marriage    20% 

13. Migration     
*Community members were not asked about gender differences. 

 

Definition of dropout. The study hypothesized that there would not be a shared or clear definition 

of dropout among administrators, which would in turn confound their efforts to combat it. This 

was borne out by the responses in which few administrators could cite their country’s official 

definition of dropout. However, though there is not complete agreement on a single definition of 

the phenomenon of “dropout,” the largest number of votes by school administrators in each country 

suggested it should be defined by the consecutive number of days of absence of a child. Only in 

Timor Leste did administrators project a number of days of consecutive absence, and these 

individuals cited, on average, 14 days. In Cambodia, nearly as many administrators said dropout 

was defined by children not sitting end-of-year exams. This notion would be simple to measure, 

but would provide a very late warning that a student was leaving school. Keeping daily attendance 

and counting days of consecutive absence would allow for an early warning of the possibility of 

long-term dropout. 

 

Dropout prevention. Most school administrators in all four countries agreed that dropout was a 

major problem in their schools (Cambodia – 63%; India – 66%; Tajikistan – 77%; Timor Leste – 

94%). More than 90 percent of administrators said the school is responsible for preventing dropout. 

However, when asked, “Who is responsible for keeping children in school,” the answers differed. 
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In three countries, a majority of administrators answered that parents had that responsibility 

(Cambodia [80%], Tajikistan [73%] and Timor Leste [97%]). In India, administrators were divided 

in their assignment of responsibility, with 44 percent citing teachers, 28 percent administrators and 

25 percent parents. Among most teachers in all of these countries, there is a sense that they should 

focus on students who want to stay in school. 

 

School staff do employ a number of methods of dropout prevention (Table 20). Cells are colored 

green when more than 50 percent of respondents reported acting in the designated manner. When 

teachers in all countries see an issue developing that might lead to dropout, they speak to the 

student and to the parent. In Timor Leste, a majority of teachers go further by providing additional 

help to the student (during class). A majority of administrators in all of the countries speak to the 

parent and also encourage regular attendance. In Timor Leste, a majority of administrators assist 

the teacher in whatever ways would be helpful, and in Tajikistan they try to make school more 

interesting and relevant. Less than half of these school staff go beyond these measures. 

 
Table 20: Methods of Dropout Prevention Used by Teachers (Tchr) and Administrators (Adm) 

Methods of Dropout Prevention  
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

Tchr Adm Tchr Adm Tchr Adm Tchr Adm 

1. Speak to the student 92% --* 82% -- 89% -- 87% -- 

2. Speak to the parent 59% 70% 86% 84% 78% 63% 71% 89% 

3. Provide additional help to student 32% -- 26% -- 32% -- 59% -- 

4. Encourage regular attendance -- 73% -- 59% -- 80% -- 94% 

5. Assist the teacher -- 47% -- 25% -- 40% -- 51% 

6. Make school more interesting and 

relevant 
-- 23% -- 38% -- 53% -- 29% 

7. Monitor student attendance -- 27% -- 19% -- 40% -- 37% 

8. Create a safe environment -- 13% -- 25% -- 40% -- 40% 

9. Enlist community involvement -- 27% -- 13% -- 17% -- 20% 

10. Monitor student performance -- 7% -- 13% -- 7% -- 23% 
Green=more than 50 percent    *A dash means the question was not asked of the group of respondents. 

 

In sum, school staff and community members agreed with children and parents on the major causes 

of dropout, citing economic factors at the top of the list, followed by academic issues. Illness was 

added in India; and marriage (largely for girls) in Cambodia, India and Timor Leste. School 

administrators recognized that dropout is an important issue (although not readily defined), and 

they and their teachers respond largely by speaking to students, talking with their parents and 

encouraging regular attendance. Rarely do they go beyond these discussions into other actions. 

 

F. What community factors influence dropout?  

 

All of the schools in the sample work with one or more community organizations. Every school in 

Cambodia and most schools in the other countries have School Management Committees. All 

schools in Tajikistan and most schools in the other countries have Parent-Teacher Associations. 

Some schools also have Student Councils; some are associated with Village Education 

Committees. More than 70 percent of school administrators reported that they have discussed the 

dropout issue in meetings of these groups. Most administrators in Cambodia said the discussion 

focused on issues that students are facing; most in India and Tajikistan discussed how the group 
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might help mitigate dropout. Only in Timor Leste did most groups also discuss what the group is 

doing to lower the dropout rate. Rather than focus on dropout, these groups tend to discuss issues 

of student performance, teacher performance, teacher absenteeism, student absenteeism, student 

misconduct and teacher misconduct. All of these issues may be relevant to the dropout rate, though 

that has generally not been the purpose of the discussions.  

 

G. What do children, parents, educators and communities suggest would mitigate dropout?  

 

Parents’ ideas. The respondents to the questionnaires provided a number of suggestions for 

enhancing the school and its offerings in ways that they believed would mitigate dropout (Table 

21). The five suggestions that received the most mentions from parents of at-risk students (AR) 

and parents of dropouts (DO) are listed on the table, beginning with those offered by all of the 

eight groups. One stream of suggestions relates to teacher behavior (more support from the child’s 

teachers, better teachers, better quality schooling and better teacher attendance). “More support 

from teachers” was on the list for at-risk parents (AR) and dropout parents (DO) in all four 

countries, and “better teachers” was present for seven of the eight groups of parents. A second 

stream of suggestions includes options that the school might undertake, such as offering tutoring 

or remediation or improving the facility. Third, as might be assumed by the frequent appearance 

of economic need in the causes of dropout, are the two financial suggestions of offering monetary 

assistance for families or lowering the costs of schooling. Last, in India, parents requested the 

“prevention of bullying,” which would need a concerted effort by students, parents, school staff 

and community. Though there are several cells showing gender differences, these do not seem to 

form a pattern that clearly makes some suggestions better for girls and some for boys. 
 

Table 21: Top Five Parents’ Suggestions to Prevent Dropout 

Suggestion 
Cambodia India* Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

1. More support from child’s teachers 56% 43% 38% 39% 46% 34% 36% 34% 

2. Better teachers 37% 33% 44% 45% 31% 25%  22% 

3. Better quality schooling   40% 47% 49% 34% 41% 46% 

4. Financial assistance 35% 45%  36% 39% 33%   

5. Better teacher attendance 43% 32% 35%    28%  

6. Tutoring/remediation 26% 29%     34% 37% 

7. Better school facilities    34%   29% 27% 

8. Lower costs     40% 38%   

9. Prevention of bullying   32%      

Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 

 

Children’s ideas. The children created more lists for potential school improvement. The first of 

those shown (Table 22) contains suggestions of ideas to help students do better in school, and the 

second (Table 23) options to make school more interesting, fun and useful. In these cases, AR 

refers to at-risk students and DO to dropouts. As in the previous table, suggestions are listed 

beginning with the ones most frequently cited among the eight groups of child respondents. 
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Table 22: Top Five Children’s Suggestions to Help Students Do Better in School 

Suggestion 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

1. More attention/help from teachers 63% 67% 45% 26% 35% 33% 32% 25% 

2. Access to textbooks   18% 52% 56% 48% 51% 48% 

3. Access to school supplies 22% 26%  27% 40%  35% 42% 

4. More time to study 25% 25% 49% 23%   27% 14% 

5. More interest/support from parents 32% 26% 43% 50%  26%   

6. Tutoring/remediation 54% 63% 38%      

7. Study groups     28%  61% 61% 

8. Place to study with light     30% 37%   

9. Access to equipment (e.g., 

computers, labs) 
     22%   

Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 

 

At the top of the list of suggestions to help students do better in school is “more attention/help 

from teachers,” an echo of the parents’ selection of “more support from the child’s teachers.” The 

next two items refer to access, first to textbooks and then to school supplies. Access to equipment 

(e.g., computers, labs) made the list for dropouts in Tajikistan, perhaps because the sample of 

students in that country is from Grade 9, the oldest group among the four countries. Fourth and 

fifth on the list are requests not of the school but of the children’s home. That is, students seem to 

believe that more time to study and more interest and support from their parents would make a big 

difference in their learning and their grades. In Tajikistan, children added another request of their 

homes – that they have a place to study with light. Finally, students, like their parents, listed school 

actions that might make a difference: tutoring or remediation; and study groups. The suggestions 

of both parents and children seem to indicate that their (and their teachers’) positive responses to 

the support received by children at home and in school may not be as robust as presented. 

 

Gender differences were statistically significant in a few items, which are shown by colored 

backgrounds in the cells. A blue background means that boys made the suggestion more frequently 

than girls, and a pink background that girls made the suggestion more often than boys. More 

dropout girls in Cambodia asked for attention from teachers than dropout boys; more at-risk girls 

in India wanted time to study than at-risk boys; and more dropout girls in Timor Leste asked for 

study groups than dropout boys. On the other hand, more dropout boys in Tajikistan and more at-

risk boys in Timor Leste asked for more attention from teachers than the comparable group of 

girls, and more dropout boys than girls in Tajikistan asked for a place to study with light. 

 

On the children’s second list of actions are their top five ideas to make school more interesting, 

fun and useful. Heading this list is “more sports events,” favored by all eight groups of respondents. 

In three countries (Cambodia, Tajikistan and Timor Leste), more at-risk and dropout boys named 

this activity than girls. Also chosen by all eight groups of children was “more after-school 

activities.” More at-risk boys in Timor Leste named this than at-risk girls. The next few items, 

suggested by three to six groups of children, include “books to read/library,” “computers,” a “more 

comfortable environment,” “nicer teachers” and “more school events. Boys tended to favor 

computers more than girls; one group of girls (at-risk girls in Tajikistan) favored nicer teachers 

over boys. These suggestions do differ some by country. All of them seem to describe solid 

potential for improving schooling for children. 
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Table 23: Top Five Children’s Suggestions to Make School More Interesting, Fun and Useful 

Suggestion 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

AR DO AR DO AR DO AR DO 

1. More sports events 34% 37% 63% 60% 42% 32% 42% 42% 

2. More after-school activities 34% 33% 30% 18% 30% 23% 33% 33% 

3. Books to read/library 30% 28% 25% 37%   41% 46% 

4. Computers 23% 19% 25%  78% 58%   

5. More comfortable environment 46% 50%     27% 30% 

6. Nicer teachers   51% 44% 22%    

7. More school events      24% 24% 21% 

8. Class projects with other students      29%   

9. Field trips     24%    

10. Make school safe    15%     
Blue=more boys than girls, Pink=more girls than boys 

 

School staff ideas. Teachers (T) and school administrators (Ad) also offered suggestions of ways 

to make school more interesting, fun and useful (Table 24). As was true for students, all eight 

groups of school staff put “more sports events” on the list. Also mentioned by all eight was “more 

comfortable environment.” This universal notion of making the school environment more inviting 

ranked higher for the adults than it did for the children. Next on the list, mentioned by six groups 

was “books to read/library.” Like the students, school staff would value this option for extending 

learning. Do note that “computers” had the highest percentage of teacher votes in Tajikistan and a 

large percentage of administrator votes. 

 
Table 24: Top Five School Staff Suggestions to Make School More Interesting, Fun and Useful 

Suggestion 
Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor Leste 

T Ad T Ad* T* Ad* T Ad 

1. More sports events 50% 63% 82% 78% 52% 97% 54% 100% 

2. More comfortable environment 53% 87% 27% 42% 20% 47% 33% 51% 

3. Books to read/library 38% 77% 27% 55%   45% 60% 

4. Academic competitions 25%  24% 42% 26%  30%  

5. Musical instruments   49% 42%  53%   

6. Class discussions/debates    45% 33%  30%  

7. Computers     71% 90%   

8. More school events      63%  66% 

9. Student productions      47%  57% 

10. Life skill classes  37%       

11. Class projects with other 

students 
36%        

12. Vocational training  27%       

13. Art supplies     20%    

14. Field trips     20%    
*Column has more than 5 suggestions as there is a tie for fifth place. 

 

A number of the remaining suggestions on the table were embraced by groups of staff and not 

ranked highly by students: “academic competitions,” “musical instruments,” “class discussions/ 

debates,” “student productions,” “life skill classes,” “vocational training” and “art supplies.” It 
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may be that students have not experienced these activities or it may be that they have a good idea 

what the activity is like and are not interested. 

 

In sum, children, parents, teachers and school administrators have many ideas for how to reduce 

dropout and improve the quality of their schools. These include more support and attention from 

teachers; more access to books, materials, supplies, and equipment such as computers; 

improvements to the school facilities; more chances to learn in the form of tutoring or study groups; 

and additional after-school activities, especially sports. 

 

IV. Possible Interventions  
 

The situational analyses have demonstrated that at-risk students and dropouts in Cambodia, India, 

Tajikistan and Timor Leste come from families under stress. They cited the major causes of 

dropout as economic and school-related. Parents need children to earn money and help out at home, 

and parents keep their children out of school to help with the harvest or care for family members 

who are sick. If, in addition, the children are having trouble with their studies – which is not 

surprising with the level of absence many have experienced – it makes sense to parents to give up 

on schooling. While parents and community members value education and many contribute to 

school support groups, these groups are not yet directly called upon to combat dropout. For 

children to continue in school would thus require one or all of the following: easing the financial 

burden for parents; developing an early warning system for educators to allow them to develop 

responses to keep children in school; making the school a draw because of its offerings; supporting 

children who are struggling academically; and unleashing the potential of community members to 

persuade families to keep their children in school. 

 

Since SDPP is not authorized to intervene by easing the financial burden of families, it is important 

in each country to consider the other potential responses. These include the following clusters of 

approaches: 

 

1. Expanding the role that school staff believe they have in mitigating dropout through 

implementing such activities as an Early Warning System. In sum a system, staff use 

information they already gather (e.g., attendance, grades, behavior problems) to 

identify children at-risk of dropping out, and then address the children’s problems 

directly, before dropout occurs.  

2. Working with schools and teachers to increase their understanding of dropout and 

providing them with guidance, training and tools on how to respond to and support 

students who are at risk. 

3. Supporting after-school activities that include extra help for students in need (not 

necessarily provided by teachers), and possibly such engaging activities as sports, 

student events and music/drama/art. 

4. Sponsoring or gathering sponsors for the school improvements that may make the 

environment more comfortable (e.g., all students have a desk and chair, school supplies, 

books) and enhance the process of education (e.g., teaching materials, teacher training, 

computers, a library, science labs). 
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5. Organizing options for students to help other students, with tutoring, with picking them 

up on the way to school and any other actions that seem to be needed to keep students 

in school. 

6. Working with parents and community organizations to emphasize the importance of 

keeping children in school, which means parents allowing students time to study, 

checking that they complete their homework, talking to teachers about any issues; 

community organizations supporting parents to help children stay in school; and local 

campaigns to enroll children on time and keep them in school. 

 

It is important to make the decisions about intervention strategies in each country to ensure that 

(a) the strategy responds to the expressed needs of that group of students and educators and (b) 

there is agreement among policy-makers and implementing schools that these approaches can 

work. In each country, SDPP will engage in a participatory design process that will bring multiple 

stakeholders (educational authorities from different levels, school representatives, students, 

interest groups, other projects, donors, etc.) together to discuss the Situational Analysis findings, 

brainstorm about possible responses, and prioritize interventions. 
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