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This is the third in a series of books 
focussing on some of the problems 
typically associated with childhood and 
adolescence in the Italian region of 
Abruzzo. After Tempo libero e minori a 
rischio in Abruzzo and Lafamiglia vista 
dagli adoIoscenti, this book tackles 
specifically the problem of the ever
increasing phenomenon of drop-outs 
from compulsory schooling and the 
socio-cultural factors that underlie this 
phenomenon. Indeed, together with 
school-aged children and adolescents 
who play truant and/or who absent 
themselves from school on a regular 
basis, this form of school refusal 
represents a formidable challenge to 
educationists and educational systems 
not only in Abruzzo but also in other 
Italian regions and other countries 
worldwide. Ultimately, this type of 
school refusal also constitutes a serious 
threat to the fundamental right of the 
child for schooling and education. 

The book is co-ordinated by Giulia 
Paola Di Nicola and has contributions 
from Carlo Antonelli, Attilio Danese, 
Giulia Paola Di Nicola herself, Gino 
Mecca and Eide Spedicato. The book 
reports some of the findings of a project 
funded by, and carried out under the 
aegis of, UNICEF Italia. 

The book consists of four chapters 
(p. 21-174) and two comprehensive 
appendices (pp. 175-281). What is 
particularly interesting about this book 
is the methodological decision of 
surveying the youngsters' own 
experiences and motives which underlie 
their school refusal. This is, in effect, 
the focus of the first chapter. The 
teachers' opinions regarding ways of 
preventing school failure is the subject 
of the second chapter. The third chapter 
homes in one the family background and 
its role in the phenomenon, whereas the 
fourth and final chapter considers some 
of the policy decisions that need to be 
taken to curtail and prevent the ever
increasing school drop-out rate. 

The first interview survey was 
carried out among a sample of 55 
thirteen-to-seventeen-year-old drop
outs. Although the authors insist that this 
figure is statistically valid, one has, 
nevertheless, to bear in mind that 
'statistically' this is far from being a 
large number, especially when 
summarizing results in terms of 
percentages, as is the case in this book. 

Of the respondents, 61.5 per cent 
were males and 38.5 per cent were 
females. Of the sample, 75.4 per cent 
were engaged in some work activity, 
29.6 per cent worked on a full-time 
basis, 4.7 per cent worked on part-times 
basis, 12.9 per cent helped out their 
father in his work, and 28.2 per cent 
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helped out at home; 29.6 per cent have 
nothing to do. Requested to indicate the 
reason why they had dropped-out of 
compulsory schooling, 34.4 per cent 
indicated that since they were not doing 
well at school they preferred going to 
work instead, 22.4 per cent admitted that 
they had realized that they would have 
never made it at school, 13.4 per cent 
indicated that their parents wanted them 
to leave school and start working 
because of financial constraints. 
However, only 3.6 per cent of 
interviewees admitted to having 
dropped-out because of financial! 
economic reasons. 

Results also show that, in all, 38.4 
per cent of interviewed youngsters 
indicated that the drop-out problem was 
'in the family' since either an older 
sibling had dropped-out of school or did 
not finish compulsory schooling. Of the 
sample, 81.6 per cent admitted that they 
were integrated at school; 17.5 per cent 
were not. Asked about their scholastic 
experience, 31.4 per cent reported that 
this was a positive one; for 14.7 per cent 
this was a negative one. 53.9 per cent 
had no opinion on the matter. Asked to 
indicate whether, in hindsight, they 
regret having dropped-out of school, 
55.3 per cent definitely did not regret 
having done so. Clearly, many of these 
youngsters had dropped-out of school 
because school had, effectively, failed 
them; because school became an 
instrument of repression and coercion 
rather than an instrument of freedom and 

progress. Hence, one wonders who 
really has abandoned whom! In this 
sense, these findings should serve as an 
eye-opener to us here in Malta. Our 
educational system cannot keep on 
taking for granted all schoolchildren all 
of the time. Sooner or later the sand 
castle we have built over the years will 
inevitably come down; and when it has 
came down, the problem of drop-outs 
will be a major one, by any standards. 

The second chapter delineates some 
of the principles that teachers and 
schools have to bear in mind if they are 
to provide meaningful and relevant 
educational experiences to youngsters. 
It would appear that schools need to 
recommit themselves to education in its 
broader sense. Clearly, coaching 
schoolchildren in, for instance, language 
and mathematics skills do not go very 
far, especially in a world which is fast 
becoming dependent on information 
technology for its information and 
development of knowledge, which were 
erstwhile the domain of the school. The 
role of the school teacher will have to 
change from a purely didactic one to a 
more facilitating, pastoral, role. Hence, 
more emphasis should be placed on the 
learner as an individual who has 
potentialities which can be realized, 
given an environment, a scholastic 
experience, which facilitates their 
actualization. 

The third chapter reports the findings 
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of an interview survey carried out 
among 16 persons (half of which were 
males) focussing on their scholastic 
experiences. These ranged in age from 
37 to 77. This is, arguably, the 'weakest' 
part of the present book. Although in 
carrying this study the original 
intentions of the researchers may have 
been valid, the resultant information is 
very limited and adds very little to the 
reader's overall understanding of the 
problem in hand. What comes out from 
this part of the study is the realization 
that there is very little that is in common 
between the current drop out problem 
and the scholastic realities of former 
'schoolchildren' . 

The final chapter of the book deals 
with issues related to preventing 
dropping-out of school. It is divided into 
two sections: one deals with school 
policies, the other with draft regional 
legislation. In the first of these sections 
it is argued that the drop-out problem is 
not merely a problem linked to the 
psychology of each individual drop-out, 
or a problem that is solely caused by 
inadequate or inappropriate pedagogic 
approaches, or because of one's family 
background. Indeed, it is also a matter 
of educational policy; that is, of the 
relationship between the person and the 
educational system. It is often said that, 
nowadays, no one is satisfied with our 
educational systems as if no educational 
system can be everything to everyone 
at the same time. One wonders whether 

or not educational systems should 
assume such a role or whether it is 
realistic to expect so much of them. 

The contributors argue that rather 
than starting thinking about reforming 
teaching methods and educational 
systems, it is imperative first of all that 
we do not ignore the youngsters 
themselves; that is, if we really want 
learners to refrain from dropping-out of 
school, then let us not loose sight of the 
learners themselves. More than at any 
other time in the history of education 
schools have to prove their worth not 
merely by the kind of citizens that they 
'produce' but also by the extent to which 
they are meaningful to all learners, 
irrespective of gender, socio-cultural 
background, and ability. Indeed, one 
may argue that this can only be achieved 
if an educational system has a zero drop
out rate. 

Finally, I wish to share two reasons 
why I found this book interesting. First, 
it focuses on an 'educational' problem 
which sooner or later will hit our own 
educational system. As an educationist 
and psychologist I find this problem a 
challenging one which will highlight 
many of the shortcoming of the Maltese 
educational system. Secondly, in many 
ways this book should serve as an eye
opener to our educationists and 
politicians who, unfortunately, very 
often dally with our educational system 
with the 'flair' of an inexperienced and 
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uninformed novice. Effectively, they are 
dallying with nothing but with our 
country's future. Let us not forget that 
the problem of absenteeism in our 
schools is fast becoming one of our 
major problems. Let us also be 
cognizant of the fact that whereas our 
educational system - a highly selective, 

highly competitive system, by any 
standards - may be meaningful to about 
20 per cent of the annual cohort of 
students, it is failing all the rest. It is as 
if the latter are sacrificed so that the 
others, the luckier ones, 'make it'. But 
that is another problem that has to be 
addressed some other time. 
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