
70

• 
YO

U
TH

 IN
 C

ENTRAL AND EASTERN
 EU

RO
PE

 •

 
Youth in Central and Eastern Europe

Vol. 7 No. 11 / 2020 
ISSN 2409-952X

Received: 23.02.2021  Revised: 25.04.2021  Accepted: 4.05.2021  Available: 19.05.2021

Gal, P. (2021). Dropout in post-communist countries of Central Europe (the Visegrad Group).  
Youth in Central and Eastern Europe. 7(11), 70–80. https://doi.org/10.24917/ycee.2020.11.70-80

Petr Gal
Institute for Research and Developement of Education  
Charles University in Prague  

  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3095-6663  
  petrjirigal@gmail.com 

DROPOUT IN POST-COMMUNIST 
COUNTRIES OF CENTRAL EUROPE  
(THE VISEGRAD GROUP) 1

PORZUCANIE NAUKI SZKOLNEJ W KRAJACH POSTKOMUNISTYCZNYCH 
EUROPY ŚRODKOWEJ (NA PRZYKŁADZIE GRUPY WYSZEHRADSKEJ)
DOI: 10.24917/ycee.2020.11.70-80

Abstract:	� Early school leaving (dropout) is a problem in all education systems. In 2010 the European Commission launched the 
Europe 2020 strategy which included a list of measures to reduce the school dropout rates in the EU countries. The 
aim of this paper is to analyse the issue of dropout in upper secondary education (ISCED 3) in the education systems 
of four post-communist Central European states (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia). The paper describes 
and compares the education systems of these countries and the important changes of their education policies after 
entering the EU. The analysis of Eurostat data shows that despite the decline of the average early school leaving 
rate in the EU countries from 13.8% to 10.2% between 2010 and 2019, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Slovakia are 
among the four member states whose dropout rates are rising. Through an overview of research studies, this paper 
also identifies the dominant topics and “weak spots” related to early school leaving in these countries.

Keywords:	� early school leaving, dropout, upper secondary education, secondary school, Visegrad Group, Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Poland, Slovakia.

Abstrakt:	� Przedwczesne kończenie nauki jest problemem we wszystkich systemach edukacji. W 2010 roku Komisja Europejska 
przedstawiła strategię „Europa 2020”, która zawiera listę środków mających na celu zmniejszenie odsetka uczniów 
przedwcześnie kończących edukację w krajach UE. Celem artykułu jest analiza problemu przerywania nauki w szkołach 
średnich (ISCED 3) w systemach edukacji czterech postkomunistycznych państw Europy Środkowej (Czechy, Węgry, 
Polska i Słowacja). We wstępie artykułu opisuję i porównuję systemy edukacyjne tych krajów oraz ważne zmiany, 
jakie zaszły w polityce edukacyjnej po wejściu tych państw do UE. Z analizy danych Eurostatu wynika, że ​​pomimo 
spadku średniego wskaźnika przedwczesnego kończenia nauki w krajach UE z 13,8% do 10,2% w latach 2010–2019 
w Czechach, na Węgrzech i na Słowacji te wskaźniki rosną. Prowadzone analizy pozwalają na identyfikację mecha-
nizmów odpowiedzialnych za powstanie odpadu szkolnego w badanych państwach. 

Słowa kluczowe:	� porzucanie nauki szkolnej, wczesne kończenie nauki, szkoła średnia, Grupa Wyszehradzka, Czechy, Węgry, Polska, Słowacja.

1	 The study was supported by the Charles University Grant Agency through the project Dropout of Czech High 
School Students in the Context of the Maturita Exam (No. 402821).
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Early school leaving (dropout) is an important 
phenomenon in terms of research and edu-

cation policies as it has a significant impact on 
the life of the individual and societal costs. In 
the EU, almost 60% of early school leavers are 
unemployed while this is only the case of 15% of 
youth with an upper secondary education cer-
tificate in the same age cohort (Eurostat, 2016). 
This illustrates the importance of education for 
successful labour market transitions.

The subject of this paper is the phenomenon of 
early school leaving from secondary schools in four 
post-communist countries of Central Europe: the 
Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia. 
These countries were chosen because of their similar 
historical development and geopolitical orientation. 
At the end of the 1980s, all of them underwent 
the collapse of communist state establishment, 
transition to the liberal-democratic systems2, and 
breaking away from the influence of the USSR. 
In the second half of the 1990s, they first became 
members of the Organisation for Economic Co-Op-
eration and Development (OECD)3, at the turn of 
the millennium entered the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO)4, and in 2004 were accepted 
among the member states of the European Union 
(EU) in the fifth wave of enlargement. In 1991, 
they established the Visegrad Group (today called 
also the Visegrad Four) with the aim of strength-
ening cooperation among the states in the region.

The aim of this paper is to describe the phenom-
enon of early school leaving on the example of coun-
tries which have a lot in common, yet at the same 
time can deal with specific educational problems 
and have different approaches to similar challenges 
in education policies. The paper first describes the 
2	 However, according to the EU institutions and political 

scientists (Krastev, 2016; Rupnik, 2018; Zielonka, Rup-
nik, 2020), since approx. 2010 Hungary and Poland 
have undergone evident systemic changes weakening 
their liberal-democratic establishment.

3	 The Czech Republic in 1995, Hungary and Poland in 
1996, Slovakia in 2000.

4	 The Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland in 1999, 
Slovakia in 2004.

structure of the upper education systems (ISCED 3) 
in the Visegrad Group countries, then defines early 
school leaving theoretically and presents an analysis 
of how the main topics are reflected in literature.

1. Upper Secondary Education 
in the Visegrad Group Countries

1.1. Historical Context

At the beginning of the 1990s, the education 
systems of the Visegrad Group were in a similar 
starting position, inherited from communism. It 
was characterized by central management, unified 
structure of education (Walterová, Janík, 2006), 
dominant position of vocational education and 
training and professional/technical education, 
and low proportion of population with tertiary 
education (Mikiewicz, 2011).

Political changes, the recovery of private 
business and the large number of professionally 
educated, experienced and yet “cheap” workers 
attracted foreign industry corporations to the 
post-communist countries. Especially car factories 
and related engineering companies gained a strong 
position. According to Šćepanović (2020), the 
industry lobby gained a considerable influence 
on the labour market and the education system, 
which led to (1) big industry employers sustain-
ing the demand for labourer job positions, (2) 
supporting vocational education with the result 
that (3) especially the Czech but also Hungarian 
and Slovak education systems underwent the 
smallest change after 1989 compared with other 
countries in Central and Eastern Europe.

1.2. Current Structure  
and System of Secondary Schools

Table 1 shows secondary education indicators 
of the Visegrad Group countries. The national 
systems are described below.



72 Gal, P. (2021). Dropout in post-communist countries of Central Europe (the Visegrad Group).  
Youth in Central and Eastern Europe. 7(11), 70–80. https://doi.org/10.24917/ycee.2020.11.70-80

Table 1
Indicators of Upper Secondary Education (ISCED 3) in Each Country

Czech Republic Hungary Poland5 Slovakia

length of compulsory 
education

5–15 years 3–16 years 6–15 (18) years 6–16 years

usual age of entering 
secondary school

15 years 14 years 15 years 15 years

usual graduation age 18–19 years 18–19 years 18–20 years 18–19 years

conditions for entering 
secondary school

unified (state) entering 
exam (study programs 
with school-leaving exam-
ination);
school entering exam, 
other school criteria (study 
programs without the 
school-leaving examina-
tion);
talent exam (conserva-
toires).

school entering exam, 
other school criteria
(secondary school pro-
grams);
central exam 
(long-term grammar 
schools).

results of the final exam in 
the final (eighth) grade of 
elementary school

compulsory entering 
exam, other school criteria  
(study programs with 
school-leaving examina-
tion);
school criteria (study 
programs without 
school-leaving examina-
tion);
talent exam (conserva-
toires).

a) academically orient-
ed school (grammar 
school)

1) grammar school
(gymnázium);
2) 4 years, long-term 
programs;
3) school-leaving exam-
ination.

1) grammar school (gim-
názium);
2) 4 years, 5 years;
3) school-leaving exam-
ination.

1) general lyceum (liceum 
ogólnokształcące);
2) 4 years;
3) school-leaving exam-
ination.

1) grammar school
(gymnázium);
2) 4 years, long-term 
programs;
3) school-leaving exam-
ination.

b) technical/vocational 
upper secondary school

1) vocational upper sec-
ondary school, lyceum;
2) 4 years;
3) school-leaving exam-
ination.

1) vocational upper secon-
dary school (technikum; 
szakgimnázium); 
2) 4 years;
3) school-leaving exami-
nation.

1) vocational upper secon-
dary school (technikum);
2) 5 years;
3) possibility to obtain 
both school-leaving exa-
mination and professional 
qualification.

1) vocational upper secon-
dary school, sports upper 
secondary school;
2) 4 years;
3) school-leaving exami-
nation.

c) vocational school/
training 
 

1) secondary vocational 
school;
2) 2-year or 3-year pro-
grams;
3) training (vocational 
certificate);
4) follow-up 2-year 
school-leaving exam 
program.

1) vocational school 
(szakközépiskola) with 
a dual system;
2) 3 years;
3) professional qualifi-
cation;
4) follow-up 2-year 
school-leaving exam 
program.

1) secondary vocational 
school (szkoła branżowa 
I stopnia; II stopnia);
2) 3 years;
3) professional qualifi-
cation;
4) follow-up 2-year 
school-leaving exam 
program.

1) secondary vocational 
school
2) 2-year or 3-year pro-
grams;
3) training (vocational 
certificate);
4) follow-up 2-year 
school-leaving exam 
program.

d) special secondary 
schools

1) conservatory;
2) 8-year or 6-year pro-
grams;
3) school-leaving exami-
nation
graduation examination.

1) vocational school for 
special education (szaki-
skola);
2) 2 years;
3) professional qualifi-
cation.

1) special school for pro-
fessional training (szkoła 
specjalna przysposabiająca 
do pracy);
2) 3 years;  
3) certification of gradu-
ation.

1) conservatory;
2) 7-year or 4-year pro-
grams;
3) school-leaving exami-
nation
graduation examination.

Note: The information about each type of school is in the following order: 1) name of the school; 2) standard length of study; 3) graduation qualification; 
4) other information.

Note 2: The table was made by the author using Eurydice data and education documents of each country.
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Czech Republic. Secondary education with 
school-leaving exam can be obtained at general 
upper secondary schools (grammar schools), vo-
cational upper secondary schools, or lyceums. It 
is a prerequisite to entering tertiary education. 
Vocational schools offer 2-year and 3-year pro-
grams with a vocational certificate. Graduates of 
3-year vocational schools can then study in a fol-
low-up 2-year program with the school-leaving 
exam. Conservatory is a specific type of secondary 
school offering lower and upper secondary edu-
cation as well as tertiary training in art. Lower 
secondary education can be obtained also at 
8-year or 6-year programs at grammar schools6.

Traditionally, high percentage of Czech pu-
pils, about 75%, enter vocational education and 
training, while the EU average is about 50% 
(Eurostat, n.d.).

Hungary. Upper secondary education is of-
fered by general secondary schools or grammar 
schools (gimnázium), vocational upper secondary 
schools (technikum, szakgimnázium), vocational 
schools (szakközépiskola), and vocational schools 
for special education (szakiskola). Grammar 
schools can offer long-term programs starting from 
the fifth or seventh grades of elementary school.

Gimnázium offers 4-year general education 
programs with preparation for the school-leav-
ing examination, which is prerequisite to en-
tering a university. Vocational upper secondary 
schools offer 4-year general education programs 
with a professional specialization concluded with 
a school-leaving exam. Vocational schools also 
offer additional 2-year lower secondary education 
programs for adult students who did not finish 
elementary school. After graduation they can 
5	 The table shows the new structure of Polish upper 

secondary education after the reform which came 
into effect for secondary schools in the school year 
2019/2020.

6	 The fact that some pupils leave elementary schools for 
these academically oriented schools provokes discus-
sions about the impact of 8-year and 6-year grammar 
school programs on inequalities in Czech education 
system (cf. Straková, 2006; Sucháček, 2014).

continue studying 2-year or 4-year programs. 
Graduates of vocational schools receive a grad-
uation diploma and can continue at 2-year pro-
grams with school-leaving examination (Eurydice, 
2020a).

Poland. The length of study at academically 
oriented general education lyceums (liceum ogól-
nokształcące) is 4 years and it is concluded with 
a school-leaving examination, which has included 
a standardized (state) part since 2005. The length 
of study at vocational secondary schools (techni-
kum) is 5 years. Students at vocational schools 
have the opportunity to pass a school-leaving 
examination and obtain a vocational (profession-
al) qualification at the same time, which means 
that even those who fail the examination still 
receive a certification of vocational graduation. 
This concept increases the interest in vocational 
education (Praag et al., 2018).

Students who failed in the national curriculum 
assessment when finishing elementary school 
usually continue at vocational schools (szkoła 
branżowa) which offer two-level education. After 
graduating from the first (3-year) level, a student 
receives a qualification diploma and can study 
further, as in the Czech Republic and Slovakia, 
in a follow-up 2-year school-leaving examination 
program (second level). Despite the fact that 
Polish compulsory school attendance ends with 
graduation from elementary school, students are 
obliged to continue in compulsory education 
(obowiązek nauki) until the age of 18 (Eurydice, 
2020b). They can choose between studying at 
a secondary school and starting practical training 
with an employer combining work with addition-
al qualification courses.

Slovakia. After nine years of elementary 
school, students enter general, vocational, or art 
education. 4-year grammar schools (gymnázi-
um) offer general education ending, since 2008, 
with a unified state school-leaving examination, 
which is prerequisite to entering tertiary educa-
tion. Grammar schools can offer also long-term 
programs (5-years, 8-years). 4-year programs with 
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school-leaving examinations are offered by voca-
tional upper secondary schools (stredné odborné 
školy) and sport upper secondary school (stred-
né športové školy). Art education is provided 
by conservatories (konzervatórium) in similar 
programs as in the Czech Republic. Vocational 
schools offer 2-year and 3-year programs with 
a vocational certificate. Graduates of 3-year pro-
grams of vocational schools can further study in 
a follow-up 2-year program with school-leaving 
exam (Eurydice, 2020c).

2. Early School Leaving

2.1. Theoretical Definition

Early school leaving is generally defined as ending 
the school attendance without obtaining upper 
secondary education (ISCED 3; Csereklye, 2008; 
Lamb, Markussen, Teese et al., 2011; OECD, 
2012). Surveys within the European context refer 
to these individuals as early school leavers. They 
are students under the age of 24 (in most systems 
secondary education ends between the age of 17 
and 20) who left education prematurely, achieved 
maximum lower secondary education (ISCED 2), 
and do not continue studying (Lamb, Markussen, 
Teese et al., 2011).

Relevant literature uses the terms dropout and 
early school leaving (ESL) for this phenomenon 
(Lamb, Markussen, Teese et al., 2011; Nairz-
Wirth, Gitschthaler, 2019; OECD, 2012). As 
both terms (dropout, early school leaving) can 
be considered equivalent, they will be used as 
synonyms in this paper.

Early school leaving is a problem in all educa-
tion systems. In most OECD countries, gradua-
tion from upper secondary education is consid-
ered to be the minimal level of qualification as 
it is prerequisite to entering university and work 
at well-paid job positions. Surveys in different 
countries show that those individuals who do 
not obtain upper secondary education are more 

often unemployed and have lower income and 
economic capital (Rumberger, Lamb, 2003) and 
worse health (Owens, 2004) than those from 
upper secondary schools and higher schools.

2.2. Dropout in the EU and the Visegrad 
Group

In 2010, the European Commission launched 
a strategic plan for the next 10 years – the Euro-
pe 2020 strategy. One of the main goals in the 
area of education was to reduce the average early 
school leaving rates in the EU to less than 10% 
(European Commission, 2010). The document 
included a list of measures to be taken to achieve 
this aim which were to be incorporated to the 
national strategies of the member states

The current data (Eurostat, 2020a) show that 
the aim has been achieved at least partially be-
cause between 2010 and 2019 the average dropout 
rate in the EU decreased from 13.8% to 10.2%. This 
trend is significantly influenced by the decline 
of dropout rate in some of the South European 
countries (e.g. in Spain from 28.2% to 17.3%, in 
Portugal from 28.3% to 10.6%, and in Italy from 
18.6% to 13.5%).

The Visegrad Group countries traditionally 
belonged (except for the “average” Hungary) to 
the countries with a high number of successful 
secondary education graduates (Andrei, Teodo-
rescu, Oancea, 2011; Praag et al., 2018). Howev-
er, the comparison of the data in table 2 shows 
a change in this trend which occurred in the 
last decade.

While in Poland the long-term dropout rate 
between 2010 and 2019 was stable, in the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, and Slovakia it increased. 
These three countries together with Bulgaria are 
the only EU states where the early school leaving 
rates have increased since launching the Europe 
2020 strategy. According to Eurostat (2020a), the 
percentage of early school leavers in the Czech 
Republic in the year of introducing the state 
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school leaving examination (2011) was 4.9%, in 
2014 5.5%, and in 2019 6.7%. Despite the fact 
that this increase is the fourth highest in the EU, 
the Czech Republic still belongs to the top third 
of EU states with the lowest dropout rates. Hun-
gary has made a commitment in the Europe 2020 
strategy to reduce its early school leaving rates to 
10% by 2020. Yet, in 2019 11.8% of students were 
leaving Hungarian schools early. In comparison 
with other states, Slovakia changed for the worst 
as it went from the best position with the lowest 
dropout rate to the average position.

Poland as the only one of the studied countries 
maintains a stable dropout rate around 5% and so 
is among the top quarter of the EU states. Early 
school leaving is therefore not viewed as a serious 
problem in education (Mikiewicz, 2011, p. 173). 
The length of the compulsory education and the 
screening of students during entering secondary 
school by the national curriculum assessment can 
be one of the reasons for the low dropout rate. 
Mikiewicz (2011) points out that while Polish 
education system is successful in having a large 
number of students obtaining secondary educa-
tion, students from lower socioeconomic back-
grounds usually enter vocational schools which 
provide lower quality preparation for tertiary 
education compared to general secondary schools. 
Thus, the children replicate the educational paths 

of their parents, and the low dropout rate is in 
fact only a seeming success.

3. Main Issues of Early School 
Leaving

The literature review of Scopus and Google 
Scholar databases showed that early school 
leaving from secondary schools in the Visegrad 
Group countries is a topic discussed only in a few 
surveys7. In the analysed texts focusing on the 
studied countries there are several issues that are 
mentioned repeatedly and thus can be considered 
important.

7	 In the Czech context, it is mainly state institutions 
that monitor the early school leaving issue in terms 
of its rate and frequency (e.g. ČŠI, 2018; Lebeda et 
al., 2020). The perspectives of professionals (repre-
sentatives of schools, NGOs, authorities, and others) 
on the causes of dropout (Hloušková, 2014) and pos
sible interventions (Bubíková, Úlovcová, Viceníková 
et al., 2006; Trhlíková, Úlovcová, 2010; Trhlíková, 
2012; Trhlíková, 2013) are monitored in the long-term 
perspective as well. In the wider context, surveys on 
inequalities in education (Matějů, Straková, Veselý, 
2010) and inter-school mobility (Dvořák, Vyhnálek, 
2019) also contribute to the clarification of possible 
causes of early school leaving.

Table 2
Dropout Rate in the Studied Countries between  2010 and 2019 (in %)

Country Order 
according to 
the dropout 
rate (EU27, 
2010)

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 Order 
according to 
the dropout 
rate (EU27, 
2019)

EU27 (average)  13.8 13.2 12.6 11.8 11.1 11.0 10.6 10.5 10.5 10.2  

Czech
Republic

2nd 4.9 4.9 5.5 5.4 5.5 6.2 6.6 6.7 6.2 6.7 8th

Hungary 12th 10.8 11.4 11.8 11.9 11.4 11.6 12.4 12.5 12.5 11.8 22nd

Poland 5th 5.4 5.6 5.7 5.6 5.4 5.3 5.2 5 4.8 5.2 6th

Slovakia 1st 4.7 5.1 5.3 6.4 6.7 6.9 7.4 9.3 8.6 8.3 14th
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Regional Inequalities

In every country there are significant regional 
differences in terms of the quality of education 
and the dropout rate (these two variables usually 
corelate) which are related to worse socioecono-
mic situation of these regions. Usually, they are 
peripheral areas.

The most affected regions are North Hungary 
(Észak-Magyarország), with the dropout rate 
as high as 15%, and South Transdanubia (Dél-
Dunántúl), with 10–15% rate (Fehérvári, 2015). 
The regions of North Poland and East Slovakia 
reach similar numbers (Eurostat, 2020b). In the 
Czech Republic we can find similar situation in 
the North-West regions along the border. Ac-
cording to Prokop (2019, p. 68), it is mostly the 
systemic problem of education policies which is 
unable to ensure similar quality of schools in all 
regions:

Karlovy Vary and Ústí nad Labem regions have similar 
results of PISA tests as Bulgaria or Malaysia while in richer 
regions we are [as Czechia] above the European average. 
Around 17% of children in poor regions never achieve 
secondary education whereas in Prague and richer regions 
it is between 2 and 4% … the families’ social status 
explains less than a half of the regional differences in the 
education results. The rest is the responsibility of the local 
education system.

Educational Segregation of Minorities 
and Foreigners

In the observed countries, the issue of inclusion 
of students from minorities is reduced mainly to 
Roma students. Even though it is not the only 
minority, this group has a dominant position in 
the literature review. Jarkovská et al. (2015) explain 
this “invisibilization” of foreigners in contrast 
to highlighting Roma students’ differences in 
the Czech education policy as a result of insuf-
ficient experience with education of foreigners. 

Nevertheless, according to the authors, the chil-
dren of foreigners, similar to Roma students, are 
usually not offered good quality education.

Unsuccessful inclusion of Roma minority into 
the educational mainstream has been a serious 
and long-term problem. In the Czech, Hungarian, 
and Slovak education, there are still segregat-
ed “Romani” schools, and Roma students are 
placed disproportionally more often in special 
schools, which, according to Messing (2017), 
limits the chances of young Roma population 
at the beginning of their school attendance to 
have further (quality) education and deprives 
them of the opportunity to establish relationships 
with schoolmates from the majority (non-Roma) 
population.

Scereklye (2008) uses the example of Hun-
garian Roma people to show that ethnicity is 
a quite precise indicator of dropout in Hungarian 
society. According to the author, dropout is not 
connected primarily with low success at studies. 
What is significant, there are the values shared by 
the family. The results of the survey show that at 
home Roma students are not motivated to study, 
and in their communities they do not see any 
examples of social mobility which would happen 
in consequence to studying. Therefore, they do 
not consider education to be a path to a successful 
life. However, minority students themselves see 
causes of their early school leaving in the school 
environment and mention discrimination, dis-
satisfaction at school, inadequate expectations 
of teachers, and related low success at studies 
as the main reasons (Scereklye, 2008). On the 
other hand, Hungarian teachers (Szabó, 2018) 
believe that the students who bear the biggest 
responsibility for early school leaving8 while the 
institutions are the least responsible. According 
to Prokop (2019), Czech Roma people face an ed-
ucational handicap too as they study at special 
8	 The main cause of dropouts from the teachers’ per-

spectives is the deviant behavior of students (skipping 
classes, drinking alcohol, abusing drugs, or aggres
siveness).
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schools disproportionally more often than other 
students, and as a result they have few attractive 
study programs to choose from.

Vocational Schools

Academically oriented schools (grammar schools) 
in the studied countries have the lowest dropout 
rate, only units of percentages. Technical/pro-
fessional schools have the highest rate of early 
school leaving (e.g. more than a quarter of these 
students in the Czech Republic and Hungary do 
not complete their education; Úlovcová, 2006)9.

According to Czech researchers (Hlaďo, 
2012; Trhlíková, 2012; Úlovcová, 2006), the high 
dropout rate in vocational schools is the result 
of wrong choice of secondary school, which is 
caused by inappropriate career counselling at 
elementary schools. When choosing a second-
ary school, pupils often do not get the feedback 
relevant to their interests, knowledge, and skills, 
which would help them find a suitable program. 
They choose a program they lack information 
about. The students then solve this poor choice 
by changing the program or by leaving education 
(Dvořák, Vyhnálek, 2019).

In the Czech context, the choice of unsuitable 
school is related to the missing screening of stu-
dents before entering school. In the conclusion 
to its thematic report on vocational schools, the 
Czech School Inspectorate (2018) emphasizes that 
the programs with school-leaving examination 
with high failure rate accept almost all appli-
cants10 regardless of their previous study results 
and their potential to study. According to the 
authors (2018, p. 7), more thorough selection of 
students entering the schools would undoubtedly 
and significantly reduce the risk of their later 
failure during the studies or when graduating. 
9	 According to Hlaďo and Šlapalová (2018), such dropout 

rate is not uncommon in the European context.
10	 In the school year 2016/2017, the observed schools 

accepted 93% of applicants.

Hungarian and Slovak vocational schools face 
a similar problem.

For this reason, since 2013 Hungarian tech-
nical (vocational) schools have provided a “dual” 
education system which, starting from the first 
year, combines practical training at workplace 
with theoretical subjects. The concept of earlier 
connection of studies with the labour market is 
to reduce the high dropout rate in the first year 
of study (Bükki, 2019, pp. 16–17).

On the other hand, Polish education system 
uses results of the national curriculum assess-
ment in the last grade of elementary school as 
a thorough selection tool. Thus, students with 
insufficient score are not accepted to programs 
with school-leaving examination, which can have 
impact on the low rate of early school leaving 
from Polish vocational schools.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

Education and professional training are the main 
driving force of economic growth, higher stan-
dards of living, and socially cohesive society. 
The number of job positions requiring only low 
qualifications is constantly declining and due to 
the rapid technological development, the labour 
market needs more highly qualified employees 
(Szabó, 2018).

The analyses of surveys and documents identi-
fied three “weak spots” of the studied countries’ 
education systems: regional inequalities, educa-
tional segregation of minorities, and high early 
school leaving rate at professional (vocational) 
schools. This reduction was motivated by the 
effort to identify the issues common to all the 
Visegrad Group countries. This “narrow” focus on 
the three issues is the main limitation of this text, 
which is why they will be now briefly expanded.

According to Rumberger (2004, 2011), early 
school leaving cannot be considered to be a result 
of a specific and clearly defined factor as it is more 
of the final phase of a dynamic, cumulative, and 
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multilevel process. According to the author, it is 
inaccurate to consider the general phenomena 
mentioned above (e.g. ethnicity, regional ine-
qualities, and differing quality of schools) as the 
direct causes of dropout because they are “only” 
a few of many factors influencing the dropout 
process. This procedural concept of dropout has 
been backed by some of surveys (e.g. Nand, 2017; 
Ogresta, Rezo, Kožljan et al., 2020).

The process of dropout is initiated by a break-
ing point, the result of which is leaving secondary 
school. These breaking points can be for example 
uninspiring family environment, health and per-
sonal problems (Trhlíková, Úlovcová, Vojtěch, 
2006), high absenteeism, or low grades (Vacek, 
Pacnerová, Menclová, 2008).

The situation in the Visegrad Group states 
shows that it is difficult to implement suitable 
measures to counter early school leaving. Despite 
the fact that average early school leaving rate in 
EU states decreased from 13.8% to 10.2% between 
2010 and 2019, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and 
Slovakia (and Bulgaria) are the only EU states 
with an increasing dropout rate. In Poland, the 
only Visegrad Group country where students do 
not take entrance exams when entering upper 
secondary education, the dropout rate keeps 
steadily at around 5%. The traditionally high value 
of education in Poland and the school reform in 
2017 can be an inspiring example of a national 
upper secondary education policy.

Clear and elaborate preventive and intervening 
actions should be taken in order to decrease early 
school leaving rate labour (Szabó, 2018). However, 
in the national goals of the Europe 2020 strategy 
the Visegrad Group countries did not include any 
complex strategies to prevent dropout. They only 
took partial measures (Praag et al., 2018). It is evi-
dent from the EU documents that only Hungary 
and Poland created support programs focusing 
on early school leaving prevention for some types 
of secondary schools. Hungarian career counsel-
ling program springboard helps students choose 
a suitable study program using coaching, getting 

to know the professions at workplace, and devel-
oping their work skills (Cedefop, 2016, p. 54). In 
Poland the unemployed below 30 can use state 
support to return to education (Cedefop, 2016, 
p. 75). Even though these programs can support 
some groups of students at the risk of failing in 
their studies to a certain degree, they cannot 
substitute the absence of systemic strategies for 
decreasing the early school leaving rate at sec-
ondary schools.

All the above-mentioned facts make dropout 
a socially significant phenomenon. To be able to 
understand it, it is necessary to research not only the 
current situation in each country, but also to criti-
cally assess how effective the implemented preven-
tive, intervening, and compensatory measures are.
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