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Education is a human right. It is also the 
foundation for children to grow, develop 
and acquire the necessary knowledge and 
skills to develop their full potential and live 
as productive members of the society. In 
Kosovo, not all children enjoy their right to 
education. Some enrol late in school and 
others drop out before completing their 
nine years of compulsory education. 

Who are these children? Why are they not in 
school? How well is the system identifying them 
and responding to their needs? What could 
be done differently to ensure that all children 
enrol, attend and complete education?
 
Drawing from a recent baseline study on 
non-enrolment and dropout prevention and 
response practices commissioned by UNICEF 
and conducted by the Kosovo Pedagogical 
Institute, from two UNICEF multi-country 
evaluations on education inclusion and school 
readiness and from a range of reports from 
ministries, international agencies and NGOs, 
this policy brief explores possible policy 
options and response to address the issue 
of out-of-school children and student 
dropout in the diverse context of Kosovo.

BacKground
Out-of-school children and 
student drop out

In Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia 
2.5 million children are out of primary and lower 
secondary school and 12 millions of adolescents 
are out of secondary school¹.  The situation 
varies across countries (Fig. 1).

In Kosovo* there is no official data on the 
number of children of compulsory school age 
not enrolled in school. This is a significant 
knowledge gap on a fundamental right such as 
education.

The Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (2014) 
reveals that not all children of primary school 
entry age enter Grade 1 on time with a net 
intake rate in primary education of 91.6%. 
While the primary school net attendance ratio 
reaches 98%, the lower secondary education 
net attendance ratio is 95.9% and the upper 
secondary school net attendance ratio is 82%.² 

Figure 1: Number of out-of-school children 
in selected countries (2012)

In 2010-2011, 1,117 students dropped out of 
primary education, 1,086 of lower secondary 
and 4,011 of upper secondary education in 
Kosovo. Data, however masks local dispari-
ties (Fig. 2) and does not capture well children 
missing long periods of their education and 
students in and out of school.
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Figure 2: Drop out rate per region in Kosovo in 2010-2011

Source: EMIS unit, MEST

Even regional data masks significant 
discrepancies between municipalities. 
Gjakovë/Đakovica, Novobërdë/o, Suharekë/
Suva Reka are affected by drop-out at all 
levels. Deçan/Dečan, Prizren, Pejë/Peć, 
Ferizaj/Uroševac, Dragash/Dragaš, Rahovec/
Orahovac, Malishevë/Mališevo, Klinë/a, and 
Shtime/Štimlje are particularly affected by 
drop-out both at primary and lower secondary 
education. Junik, Fushë Kosovë/Kosovo Polje 
and Obiliq/ć show dropout rates higher than 
the national average for primary education. 
In Mamushë/Mamuša, Hani i Elezit/Đeneral 
Janković, Skenderaj/Srbica and Istog/k, the 
dropout rates are higher than the national 
average for lower secondary education. 
Other research conducted on drop out in Roma 
Ashkali and Egyptian communities confirm the 
high rate of drop out in Fushë Kosovë/Kosovo 
Polje, Obiliq/ć, Prizren and Ferizaj/Uroševac. ³

Profile of children out of school

Studies conducted in Kosovo in the past de-
cade have revealed that there is a combination 
of risk factors that prevent children from en-
rolling and remaining in schools. These factors 
include individual, family, school and systemic 
barriers at macro and micro levels.

Studies show that children from disadvan-
taged socio-economic backgrounds, includ-
ing children from Roma, Ashkali and Egyptian 
communities, children with disabilities and 
other children exposed to vulnerability factors 
such as high mobility, migration, extreme pov-
erty and dysfunctional families (in which con-
flict, misbehaviour, and child neglect occur) are 
particularly at risk of not being or not remaining 
in school.
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Figure 3: Risk factors for out-of-school 
children

Barriers to access, such as lack of appropriate 
cloths and shoes, lack of school supply, lan-
guage barrier, distance to school, accessible 
transports, administrative hurdles for returnees 
and children without documents, discrimina-
tion from school staff, lack of adequate mech-
anisms and resources to support overage 
children and children lagging behind in their 
learning; to address the disconnect between 
curricula and the skills required to enter the job 
market will particularly affect these children 
and adolescents. 

Only 33.4% of children with disabilities were 
enrolled in pre-university education in 2011-
2012 in Kosovo, although the trend has been 
slowly increasing in recent years (MEST, 2014). 
Disability therefore remains a major barrier to 
access education.

Source: Adapted from Lyche, 2010

The Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (2014) 
clearly shows that Roma, Ashkali and Egyp-
tian children enter school later than their peers 
(net intake rate in primary 68.1%). The prima-
ry school net attendance ratio is 85.3%, de-
creasing significantly in lower secondary (65% 
school net attendance rate) and upper-sec-
ondary (30.3%). 
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Figure 4: Net Attendance Ratio from MICS 
data (general data and Roma component)

Source: MICS data from the four countries.

Several studies show that the most common 
reasons for non-enrolment, non-attendance 
and drop out are all related to lack of finan-
cial means.  There are many poor children who 
live in extreme poverty in Kosovo: respectively 
32.8% and 11.6% in 2011. Families with four 
or more children face a greater likelihood of 
being poor or extremely poor.  In addition to 
income poverty, material deprivation is another 
risk factor to education enrolment and reten-
tion. Working children, particularly boys, are at 
risk of dropping out of school.
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Figure 5: Drop out and gender
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Source: MEST, 2013

Girls’ transition rate from lower to upper sec-
ondary is however lower than boys’ (89% vs 
94%) and fewer girls attend upper secondary 
than boys (83% vs 80%).  In Roma, Ashkali and 
Egyptian communities more girls than boys 
enter primary on time (76% vs 60%) and more 
girls transition to lower secondary education 
than boys (93% vs 89%).  Roma, Ashkali and 
Egyptian girls are however dropping out  more 
than boys with only 27% of them attending up-
per-secondary against 34% for boys. 

As children maximise their education and life 
outcomes when attending early childhood ed-
ucation programmes,  children missing out on 
one year of pre-primary education before en-
tering primary should be considered as out-of-
school. 

There has been a steady progress in the past 
three years in the gross enrolment ratio in 
pre-primary education in Kosovo, from 68.6% 
(2009) to 74% (2010). The gross enrolment 
rate for preschool (0 to 6 years old) is however 
much lower, only 15.5% in 2011.

The importance of education en-
rolment, retention and completion

Evidence shows that school dropout affects 
countries both economically and socially. In 
Europe, children dropping out of school strug-
gle to find a job and have a higher cost for the 

health and social welfare systems than their 
peers. In the Netherlands, drop out students 
are twice less likely to find a job and the crime 
rate is five time higher among them.  Studies 
on the cost of drop out also reveal that drop 
out before completion of secondary education 
costs between 100,000 € to 200,000 € per per-
son to the state. In Finland, the cost of drop 
out is 1.1 million € per person.  

Other studies have explored the cost of young 
people between 16 and 18 years old not in ed-
ucation, employment or training as a share of 
GDP: some countries are paying a high price, 
such as Bulgaria, where the cost of these 
young people reaches 2.6% of GDP,  Hunga-
ry with 1.6% of GDP and Cyprus with 1.3%. 
The EU21 average is 1.1% of GDP.  Burden on 
social benefits, health, justice, unemployment 
services, loss of family income and loss of in-
come taxes explain such high figures. 

While comparable studies have not yet been 
conducted in Kosovo, there is strong evidence 
that links low levels of education to poverty: 
recent data shows that about two third of the 
poor have less than secondary education.   Ac-
cording to the 2012 Kosovo Labour Force Sur-
vey, people with only basic education face a 
higher unemployment rate than those with up-
per secondary education. In a context where 
the youth unemployment rate (15 to 24 years 
old) is estimated at 73%,  completing an edu-
cation of quality has become even more criti-
cal.

Youth surveys show that 75% of young people 
want both a formal and informal education of 
quality   and that they are expecting schools to 
provide them with more practical opportunities 
and to ensure more linkages with the job mar-
ket.   79% of drop-out youth from primary and 
secondary education want more education.
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ThE STudy
Supported by UNICEF, the Kosovo Pedagogi-
cal Institute conducted a baseline study on the 
identification, referral, monitoring and support 
practices for children not enrolled and dropping 
out of school.   The baseline was conducted 
in seven municipalities: Fushë Kosovë/Koso-
vo Polje, Obiliq/ć, Malishevë/Mališevo, Klinë/a, 
Istog/k, Pejë/Peć and Ferizaj/Uroševac. The 
study not only focused on education and 
school actors but also included respondents 
from Centres for Social Work, the health au-
thorities, civil registry offices, the police, NGOs 
and parents and children.

Legislative and policy framework 
in Kosovo

The study shows that Kosovo has a well-de-
veloped legislative and policy framework relat-
ing directly or indirectly to the enrolment and 
retention of children in school. 
The Kosovo Education Sector Plan empha-
sises the importance of pre-primary educa-
tion and inclusion. The National Plan against 
Drop Out, ending in 2014, provided guidance 
on critical steps to support enrolment from 
textbook schemes to the creation of municipal 
and school Prevention and Response Teams 
Against Non-Enrollment and drop out (PR-
TANs). Kosovo has improved its framework 
for inclusion, developing child-friendly school 
standards, strengthening its legislation on the 
identification of children with disabilities and 
their education and making provision for the 
education of returnee children. 
The Strategy and National Action Plan on Chil-
dren’s Rights in Kosovo has also prioritised 
drop out and the integration of children from 
Roma, Ashkali and Egyptian communities in 
education.

The social protection system includes social 
benefits for poor families, a disability allow-
ance and social services. Among the eligibility 
criteria we find large size families and number 
of children under five years old. 

Policy implementation and local 
practices

While policies are in place, and equitable by 
design, their implementation is not sufficiently 
translated into a significant reduction of equi-
ty gaps in education. Current evidence shows 
that municipal and school practices regarding 
drop out prevention and response are not sys-
tematic and consistent.

Data and records. While data systems have 
improved, such as the Education Management 
and Information System (EMIS) but also other 
social data systems, major data gaps remain: 
there is no data on out of school children or 
records of who they are, drop out data is in-
consistent due to definitional aspects and the 
lack of harmonization of indicators. EMIS data 
produced by schools and municipalities lacks 
accuracy and schools do not benefit from 
school-level data analysis. School absenteeism 
data is particularly weak as schools interpret 
justified and non-valid reasons for absences 
differently. The EMIS is not yet collecting data 
at the level of the pupil, which prevents the au-
tomatic identification of children dropping out 
of school, of children chronically absent or of 
children at risk of dropping out. 

The information on children collected by dif-
ferent agencies has improved but it is not tri-
angulated. Civil registry offices, social bene-
fits, children with disabilities, health registries, 

20
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working children, returnee children: these re-
cords and databases do not capture informa-
tion on school attendance hence not enabling 
the identification of children out of school.

To date, the identification of children not en-
rolled in school still very much relies on civil 
society organisations, particularly for Roma, 
Egyptian and Ashkali children and children 
with disabilities. 

Enforcement of PRTAN legislation. Two 
years after their creation, the PRTAN teams 
have not been established or are not functional 
in every municipality and every school. Where 
they exist, their capacities are weak in terms of 
resources, knowhow and networks with other 
players namely NGOs, the police and Centres 
for Social Work.

The PRTAN regulation puts a significant bur-
den on school teams to identify children not 
enrolled in school while the role of the munic-
ipal PRTAN remains unclear. The study found 
no systematic processes for identification, re-
cording and managing the cases of children 
out of school, children who dropped out and 
children at risk of dropping out. 

There was little evidence of municipalities and 
schools planning or implementing drop out 
prevention and response interventions. Munci-
pal and school PRTANs also lacked dedicated 
budgets for dropout prevention and response.

Coordination of drop out prevention and 
response. The research emphasizes the frag-
mented identification and response mecha-
nisms for children not enrolled or dropping out 
of school. As the number of local actors work-
ing with children has increased, particularly 
since the creation of Case Management Round 
Tables, PRTANs and mediators, cross-sector 
coordination is even more a priority.

School practices. While the segregation of 
Roma, Ashkali and Egyptian students in ed-
ucation has mostly disappeared and while 
more children with special educational needs 
are included in regular education, schools still 
lack systematic approaches and capacities to 
provide small group and individual support to 
students who need it most. The absence of 
psychologists in the vast majority of schools 
adds to the weak planning and management 
for drop out prevention and inclusion.

Quality education. The Study reveals that stu-
dents are requesting more discipline in school, 
more learning support and more inspiring 
school environments. 
As for parents, they would want schools to 
perform better, to collaborate more meaning-
fully with them and to provide a more support-
ive environment for their children.

Enrolment in Grade 1. The study shows that 
municipal education authorities cooperate little 
with civil registration offices and other munic-
ipal bodies having access to local population 
data to establish the list of children in age of 
enrolling in primary school. 
The study also reveals that many children drop 
out from Grade 1 a few weeks or months after 
the start of the year and NGOs have confirmed 
that many children from Roma, Ashkali and 
Egyptian communities tend to delay the entry 
of children in Grade 1.  
These elements all indicate the need for a 
greater focus on Grade 1 enrolment, whether it 
is children’s school readiness, parental aware-
ness or institutional mechanisms to identify 6 
years old.

21
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Conclusion
The normative framework has been strength-
ened over the years and steps have been 
taken by some municipalities and schools to 
address the issue of children not enrolled or 
not attending education and dropping out of 
school. But a lot remains to be done so that 
good initiatives become the norm rather than 
the exception and so that efforts of all actors 
are coordinated and supported to accelerate 
results for children.

Kosovo is not facing major policy design flaws 
with regard to ensuring that all children en-
roll, attend and complete education: but pol-
icy delivery is an issue. Resource allocation 
and management, targeted support, delivery 
strategies, interagency collaboration and data 
sharing, those factors are slowing down prog-
ress and results. 

Prevention and response interventions are of-
ten poor, scattered and lack coordination and 
accountabilities of the many actors involved. 
Data gaps weaken targeting, prioritization and 
decision-making. Weak resource utilization at 
municipal and school level hamper the devel-
opment of innovative, flexible and responsive 
interventions.

This points out the absence of a common vi-
sion, weak leadership and institutional capaci-
ties at both central and municipal levels to ad-
dress the multifaceted issue of out-of-school 
children and drop out.

Children not enrolled in school or at risk of 
dropping out are the most vulnerable children, 
socially and economically: only complex, ho-
listic and consistent response could address 
the identified risk factors and barriers to quality 
inclusive education and to break the cycle of 
social exclusion and poverty.

PolIcy oPTIonS, 
ImPlIcaTIonS 
and rEcom-
mEndaTIonS

The following policy implications and recom-
mendations respond to the current situation in 
Kosovo and the study insights. They draw from 
the global and regional experience and knowl-
edge of UNICEF on the issue of out-of-school 
children and school dropout.

Increased leadership and accountability for 
out-of-school children and drop out is needed 
at central level. This could be easily achieved 
by ensuring that the Annual Plans for the Koso-
vo Education Sector Plan includes a specific 
focus on the issue of out-of-school children 
and drop out. Progress indicators linked to 
PRTANs and number of children out of school 
could be included in the results framework to 
measure the effectiveness of policies imple-
mentation. 

Municipal leadership and accountability could 
be advanced by including a compulsory com-
ponent on non-enrolment and dropout pre-
vention and response in Municipal Education 
Department’s annual plans. A similar approach 
could be used for schools which are required 
to produce a school development plan based 
on a self-evaluation and a dropout prevention 
plan (as per PRTAN Administrative Instruction). 
By combining these two planning exercis-
es, schools would integrate absenteeism and 
dropout prevention in their regular activities, 
maximize the work of the PRTANs and use re-
sources more effectively. 
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The monitoring of school performance would 
be enhanced. Institutionalizing dropout pre-
vention and response in central, municipal and 
school planning practices will demonstrate 
political will and enable authorities at all levels 
to be held accountable for programme imple-
mentation.

Greater coordination between actors and 
across sectors is vital to identify, refer and 
respond better to the needs of out-of-school 
children and drop out students. The education 
sector needs to join forces with social protec-
tion, child protection, health and Internal Affairs 
actors, as well as civil society organizations to 
address the issue of out-of-school children. 
The short term priority is a clear identification 
and referral mechanism for cases of children 
out of school so that all professionals, when 
identifying a compulsory school age child not 
in school, can report the case and be ensured 
that it will be dealt with in a systematic and 
effective manner. The system will have to be 
recognized and used by PRTANs, civil society 
organizations, social workers, community po-
lice, officers for communities and returnees, 
home visiting nurses and other health profes-
sionals and mediators. This will require some 
harmonization in job descriptions and the dis-
semination of a simple referral chart and form 
among professionals. 

The medium term priorities are greater and 
more effective collaboration between PRTANs 
and the Case Management Round Tables 
or other child protection bodies and a much 
stronger link between social assistance and 
professional social services for children and 
their families so that overlapping needs can be 
addressed consistently and holistically. 

Addressing the multiple vulnerabilities of 
out-of-school children is critical to tackle 

factors pushing children out of education. This 
should be done through a combination of indi-
vidual and family social benefits and targeted 
support programmes in schools located in the 
most deprived areas. In the short term, bud-
get allocations to municipalities and then to 
schools should direct resources where there is 
the highest number of out of school children 
and dropout. Existing scholarship schemes, 
currently mostly ad-hoc or donor-driven, could 
also be regulated, systematized and extend-
ed to target children at risk of dropping out in 
both compulsory and secondary education. 
Evidence from other countries suggest that 
scholarships are more effective when coupled 
with other support interventions such as men-
toring or structured learning support.

In the medium term, the social benefits struc-
ture should be reviewed to ensure that they 
reach all vulnerable children, particularly at key 
points in their schooling, such as entry in pri-
mary, lower secondary and upper secondary 
education. 

More reliable, integrated and sensitive data 
collection systems are critical to assess, 
monitor and respond to children out-of-school 
and at risk of dropping out. In the short term, 
the accuracy of EMIS data could be strength-
ened by improving the oversight mechanisms, 
including random checks in schools, sanctions 
for misreporting and additional technical sup-
port during data entry. In the medium term, the 
EMIS system could collect data at the level 
of each child, which would enable to identify 
those who are dropping out or getting lost in 
the system when transferring schools, or who 
are at-risk of dropping out.

In the longer term, it is suggested to harmo-
nize data collection systems, to integrate and 
triangulate different data records including the 
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civil registry, databases on repatriated and re-
turnees, working children and family doctors’ 
records. Careful considerations will have to be 
given to data protection safeguards when stor-
ing and dealing with individual information on 
children.Kosovo should also consider to cal-
culate the Early School Leaving indicator as 
defined by Eurostat. 
More performant data systems will not only 
facilitate the identification of out-of-school 
children but will also improve evidence-based 
policy decision-making and education sector 
plans.

Maximising the potential of preschool and 
particularly of pre-primary is key to improve 
school readiness for children, to ensure their 
timely enrolment in Grade 1 but also to start 
identifying children at risk of low education 
and life outcomes and their families. In the 
short term, municipalities should work more 
systematically with civil registry offices to draw 
lists of children in age of entering pre-primary 
and Grade 1. They should also develop sound 
strategies to raise parental awareness of the 
importance of preschool and to increase the 
number of facilities and human resources 
needed to reach the full coverage of pre-pri-
mary age children. 

In the medium term, preschool professionals 
should be equipped to identify children with 
learning difficulties and at risk of low life out-
comes and be able to refer them to appropriate 
social services. Early identification and early 
response interventions are the most effective. 

Increased preschool participation will give chil-
dren (and their families) a stronger foundation 
for school and life. Evidence from other coun-
tries show a correlation between preschool at-
tendance and the reduction of dropout rates 
throughout education. 

Investing in professionals’ capacities at 
school and municipal level is key to translate 
policy decisions into concrete and effective 
practices. In the short term this means tak-
ing action to train both municipal and school 
PRTAN members. It also means providing 
schools with much greater support to imple-
ment language classes, catch up programmes 
and on-going learning support for children lag-
ging behind.
Lastly, it means creating spaces for profes-
sionals to come together and discuss dropout 
prevention and response strategies in a mean-
ingful and creative way, including how to max-
imise the participation of students in interven-
tions. 

In the medium term, planning and management 
capacities of schools and municipalities could 
be enhanced through programmes in pre-ser-
vice and in-service teacher and manager train-
ing focusing on school effectiveness, school 
climate, inclusive practices, parental and stu-
dent participation and drop out prevention and 
response including the functioning of PRTANs. 
The potential of distance learning might be fur-
ther explored to broaden the audience reach.
In the long term, the issue of additional edu-
cation support staff, namely school psycholo-
gists, school social workers and school nurs-
es should be raised and addressed so that 
teachers and managers can be supported by 
professional staff when tackling the complex 
issues faced by children.

Equipping education professionals with the 
knowledge and skills they need to create and 
manage inclusive and responsive schools will 
improve school environments and students’ 
attendance, behavior and academic perfor-
mance
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Second chance education programmes are 
necessary compensation measures for drop 
out children. This area requires careful thinking 
and examination to avoid drop out youth en-
rolling in a parallel education system with lower 
standards. 
Second chance education programmes are 
most effective when they focus on older youth 
(16 and above) to help them gain a Grade 9 
equivalent certificate in their endeavor to enter 
the job market or to continue their education. 
They are also valuable when enabling adoles-
cents to follow a condensed curriculum in view 
of reintegrating mainstream education as soon 
as possible. Second chance education pro-
grammes can only succeed if adequately fund-
ed and complemented with life skills education 
and strong outreach activities with parents and 
communities.

A priority for Kosovo is the development of 
mechanisms enabling to recognize out-of-
school children’s previous knowledge and 
skills in order to support their placement in 
mainstream education. This would ensure that 
more children can be educated in mainstream 
education and that second chance education 
programmes are only a last resort option. 

Enforcing equity-based policy measures is 
a moral imperative in Kosovo. While policies 
are in place to support out-of-school children, 
these are partially implemented and yielding 
limited results. 

The Ministry of Education and municipalities 
should take immediate action to enforce ex-
isting equity-based measures, including the 
establishment and monitoring of PRTANs and 
the development of dropout prevention and 
response interventions from pre-primary on-
wards. A deliberate policy action for the most 
vulnerable will accelerate progress in educa-
tion system. 

Strengthening the continuum compulsory 
education, post-compulsory education and 
transition to the world of work is important 
when framing drop out prevention strategies. 
Efforts to address drop out should not be lim-
ited to primary and lower secondary education  
but start from preschool onwards. It is critical 
to integrate technical and vocational schools 
and general secondary schools to ensure ad-
olescents are well equipped to enter the job 
market.
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