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Abstract 

ELET (Early Leaving from Education and Training) and its link to family 

disadvantage have been a pressing issue in Malta and the EU (European Union) 

due to an inequality achievement gap, hence social justice implications. This 

thesis aimed to not only reveal the experiences of disadvantaged parents and 

educators working with disadvantaged students, but also to provide insights into 

a specific policy opportunity unique to the Irish context, namely, the HSCL 

(Home-School Community Liaison) that seeks to develop parental agency and 

capabilities, while offering recommendations for its possible adoption within the 

Maltese context. The data for this project was collected through three phases of 

analysis, the first within the Irish context, the second within the Maltese context, 

while the third phase was post COVID-19. Sixty interviews were conducted with 

forty participants. Observations and data analysis were also used for 

triangulation purposes. Underpinned by Hart’s (2012, 2019) SBAF (Sen-

Bourdieu Analytical Framework), the findings firstly highlighted similar 

inequalities experienced within the capability of being educated in relation to 

ELET. The study subsequently discussed two main conversion factors linked to 

these inequalities, namely, parental and educator engagement, which might be 

substantially limited because of family disadvantage. Secondly, the findings 

provided policy recommendations that could be employed within different 

educational contexts in order to target these conversion factors within the 

capability of being educated in relation to ELET. Thirdly, contextual 

recommendations for policy borrowing and learning within the Maltese context 

were drawn up. Moreover, these findings provided two main contributions to 

knowledge, first by exploring ELET through the SBAF and then by using the 

SBAF to develop ELET equity-based policy opportunities by analysing the HSCL. 

These findings indicated the need for educational policies to develop specific 

support for parental agency in order to not only provide support at school, but 

also target inequalities at home thereby impacting the children’s agency within 

the capability of being educated in relation to ELET and providing better 

opportunities to tackle the limiting factors.   
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 Introduction  

 Introduction: Aims, Objectives and Purpose of the Study  

Early leaving from education and training (ELET) is defined by Eurostat as those 

who do not achieve a qualification at upper secondary level or higher. Data is 

collected for those who are 18-24 years old and have only achieved a 

qualification at lower secondary within compulsory education and beyond (Spiteri 

and Farrugia, 2021; Eivers, 2019). This study focuses on students within 

compulsory education who are at risk of ELET, and hence, it refers to those 

students at risk of not completing compulsory education or those who complete 

compulsory education, but do not achieve an upper secondary qualification.  

Education systems that seek to achieve equity within schools need to provide the 

same opportunities for students hailing from diverse backgrounds such as those 

of diverse socio-economic status, gender or nationality. This does not imply that 

students will achieve the same educational outcomes but that the educational 

outcomes are not related to any social or financial factors within a student’s 

background (OECD, 2018). Similarly, I argue that a student should not be at a 

disadvantage thus at a higher risk of ELET because of these factors. Hence why, 

disadvantage in this study refers to ELET as being part of educational 

disadvantage processes due to a lack or not of educational systems, in providing 

equal opportunities for all students including those that hail from a socio-

economic disadvantaged background, in order not to limit students’ outcomes 

and wellbeing.  

The aim of this research is to capture the different experiences and challenges 

within the Irish and Maltese contexts when dealing with family disadvantage 

within school contexts and the link to ELET through a deep exploration of the 

Irish HSCL (home-school community liaison) programme (in Ireland) or lack 

thereof (in Malta). Underpinned by Hart’s (2012, 2019) SBAF (Sen-Bourdieu 

Analytical Framework), and taking into consideration policy borrowing and policy 

learning theories (Phillips, 2015; Philips and Ochs, 2003; Sabatier, 2005), this 

study aims to answer the research questions in Figure 1.1.  
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Figure 1.1 Research Questions  

A qualitative case study with three phases of analysis was designed. Utilising the 

perceptions of parents, teachers, educators, and other significant educational 

stakeholders hailing from a disadvantaged background or working in a main area 

of disadvantage, this case study aims to formulate policy recommendations that 

develop a strategic action to target ELET risk for students hailing from a 

disadvantaged background. The first two phases pertain to the Irish and Maltese 

contexts. Since this study was started before the outbreak of COVID-19 globally, 

impacting education in multiple ways, particularly disadvantaged students, the 

aims of this research were consequently further developed to propose 

recommendations to deal with family disadvantage in schools before and after 

COVID-19. 

The objectives and purpose of the study are to include their perceptions and 

experiences within the scope of utilising and adapting the HSCL in order to 

identify opportunities that develop more inclusive partnerships with families and 

communities which could contribute to reduced inequality in schools within the 

EU context and reduced risk of ELET in Malta. A total of sixty interviews were 

conducted within both contexts. Policies and documents pertaining to the HSCL 

and ELET were consulted, together with two observation sessions within each 

context, thus ensuring triangulation in order to develop a deeper understanding 

of the ability to deal with disadvantage and how partnerships with families and 

M.RQ1: What are the policy recommendations to 
develop an equity-based opportunity that 

addresses inequalities experienced by 
disadvantaged students at risk of ELET? 

RQ2. How does the HSCL (home-school community 
liaison) policy in Ireland support a whole-school 

approach that minimises educational disadvantage 
by supporting disadvantaged families? 

RQ3. What contextual challenges and opportunities can be 
identified for the applicability and transferability of HSCL in 

Malta from lessons learnt during and after COVID-19? 
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communities contribute, or otherwise, to reducing inequality in schools under the 

theoretical lens of the SBAF (Hart, 2019).  

 Background and Context  

Malta presents one of the highest numbers of students classified as early leavers 

from education and training (ELET), whereas Ireland’s ELET rate is one of the 

lowest in Europe (Eurostat, 2019). A significant body of literature discusses the 

existing link between achieving (or not) educational outcomes and students 

hailing from disadvantaged families and diverse backgrounds. Studies conducted 

by Karlıdağ-Dennis et al., (2020, 2021), Ingram (2011, 2018), Tarabini and 

Ingram (2018), Cin (2017), Hart et al., (2015), and Reay (2004a,b, 2005) 

demonstrate the lack of social justice within education for such students. This is 

often depicted as a recurring situation perpetuated through family generations 

and classified as educational inequality in schools (Gonzalez et al., 2019; Reay, 

2004a).   

The first national policy for the prevention of ELET was a major development in 

Malta (MFED, 2015), and was developed as part of a strategy to decrease its 

ELET rate to 10% by 2020. A number of national interventions targeting different 

stakeholders within Malta’s educational context have emerged from this policy, 

such as the ESLU (early school leaving unit) that specifically monitors policy and 

practice linked to students at risk. Although Malta has seen a significant decrease 

in the number of students who leave education and training with less than a Level 

three qualification (ELET), it still exceeds the 10% rate which it is committed to 

achieving (Spiteri and Farrugia, 2021).  

Research in Malta has identified the socio-economic gap as a factor that 

contributes to increased educational attainment differences between students 

coming from different family backgrounds (Borg et al., 2015; Schraad-Tischler 

and Schiller, 2016; Hellmann et al., 2019). Local and international research-

based policies recommend the establishment of a whole-school measure, hence 

one that also includes parental engagement within educational systems in order 

to target all students, particularly those hailing from a socio-economically 

disadvantaged background who are at a higher risk of ELET (MFED, 2015, 2020; 
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European Commission, 2013; Downes et al., 2019). Malta has recently launched 

a new policy that aims to develop whole-school practices to decrease ELET 

(Spiteri and Farrugia, 2021).  

The Irish context offers a unique system in Europe, the HSCL national policy in 

disadvantaged areas, as part of a vaster programme identified as DEIS 

(Delivering Quality of Opportunity in Schools) (Furey, 2019; Smyth et al., 2015). 

Its primary aim is to support disadvantaged families and build a link between 

school, home, and the community in order to decrease any educational 

inequalities experienced by students due to their family unit.  

While the Irish case was selected due to its uniqueness within the EU context, it 

was further thought to be of interest for a number of reasons. Firstly, although 

Ireland has a large percentage of students who are at risk of ELET because of 

socio-economic disadvantages, the ELET percentage in Ireland plummeted to 

6.1% in 2017, as opposed to Malta’s 17.6% (Eivers, 2019). Secondly, Ireland’s 

educational context presents a number of similarities that could be predictors of 

ELET. Both the Irish and Maltese systems include two national languages (and 

languages of instruction), have one of the EU’s highest rates of migrants as a 

percentage of school students, and many schools are classified as 

denominational and non-state (European Commission, 2019; Camilleri Grima, 

2016). Another similarity pertaining to the context of this study is that the Irish 

system is centralised and relatively small, making it more appropriate for the 

purpose of this study given Malta’s centralised system and population size. The 

education process and structure leading to secondary education level (which is 

directly related to ELET) also presents a number of similarities, as evidenced in 

Appendix A. 

 Significance of the Study  

ELET has been a pressing issue in Europe since it is claimed to lead to poverty, 

lack of wellbeing, and social exclusion. In fact, one of the pressing EU 

benchmarks within the last decade was that of lowering the ELET rate below 10% 

(European Commission, 2019). Despite the measures taken, this has not been 

achieved by all EU countries, including Malta. Research and policies within the 
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ELET field have identified a number of factors that contribute to this 

phenomenon. One of the most prominent factors is students coming from a 

disadvantaged family background which is said to impact negatively education 

success and participation (Tarabini et al., 2019; Borg et al., 2015; Ingram and 

Tarabini, 2018; European Commission, 2019; Van Praag et al., 2018). Although 

both research and policies identify family disadvantage as a leading marker for 

ELET, I argue that more research is needed to identify and develop strategic 

actions that attempt to minimise this inequality since, to date, research 

underpinned by social justice frameworks, analysing good policy practices, and 

developing strategic actions that minimise family disadvantage within ELET 

research is scant. ELET research rather tends to statistically focus on students 

who complete upper secondary education (successfully or otherwise), and move 

on (or not) to tertiary education (Van Praag et al., 2018).  

Several studies have defined a whole-school approach in schools as “positive 

models of caring societies” (Warin, 2017, p. 188) and a model to target inclusivity 

in schools (Garbacz, 2019). Research on ELET prevention and intervention in 

Malta, albeit scarce, highlights a gap between policy, theory, and practice (Borg 

et al., 2015; Camilleri et al., 2011; Cefai et al., 2009; Eivers, 2019). Developing 

parental engagement that encourages students’ wellbeing by employing 

measures that actively involve all stakeholders is pivotal within a whole-school 

approach. Nevertheless, despite the priority to achieve a whole-school approach 

in schools, practical research and context-based frameworks are still not 

evidenced in Malta. This study is however timely given the recently launched 

ELET policy (Spiteri and Farrugia, 2021) that aims to develop whole-school 

strategic actions. Moreover, through a research project conducted by the EU and 

Malta’s Ministry of Education, the HSCL case emerged as one of the main 

recommendations for Malta to reduce educational disadvantage (Eivers, 2019). 

The main reasons for this HSCL identification were the absence of preventive 

measures in Malta that identify disadvantaged children at a young age in order 

to give them support, as well as lack of parental engagement.  

To date, little research is available on policy borrowing and learning underpinned 

by social justice theories in relation to tackling family disadvantage within ELET 
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as a prevention and intervention measure. This could be because few practices 

tackle ELET through a whole-school approach within the EU by acting as an EWS 

(early warning system) within both the school and home environment (Donlevy 

et al., 2019; Eivers, 2019). To date, the HSCL in Ireland was found to be the only 

national programme in Europe that targets student disadvantage and attempts to 

develop a partnership with families from the early years of schooling in order to 

offer a more equitable and socially just education.  

The role of the HSCL model, being the main focus in this case study, is thus 

particularly important as the HSCL aims to act as a bridge between home and 

school through a whole-school approach to target family disadvantage and 

engagement. This is in sharp contrast to practice in Malta where, to date, no 

equivalent national whole-school policy exists. This is also the case within the EU 

context, where a review of EU policies found the HSCL to be unique within the 

EU context (Donlevy et al., 2019).  

The policy recommendations drawn up in this study might therefore be useful to 

policymakers and practitioners, not only within the Maltese context, but also other 

contexts within the EU. This study therefore aims to contribute to literature on 

socially just policy measures in education by innovatively analysing ELET and 

the HSCL through the SBAF lens which, to date, could very well be the first. 

Given that several studies in fact discuss how some parental engagement 

measures can exacerbate social iniquity (Reay, 2004a,b; Lareau and Weininger, 

2003), while others such as Wood and Warin (2014) suggest that practical 

solutions need to offer a “democratic approach between parents and schools” (p. 

938), this study attempts to analyse an example that offers such a solution in 

disadvantaged schools. This study could also be a contribution to a growing body 

of literature that discusses children’s agency within the capability approach and 

its link to disadvantage.  

 My Positionality and Motivation in this Study  

Since one main objective of this study is to also contribute nationally, it is 

imperative to locate my positionality and motivation since they are directly 

associated with my work as an education officer for the prevention of ELET within 
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the Ministry of Education in Malta (MFED). I currently lead the early school 

leaving unit (ESLU) which was set up in 2015 due to the high incidence of 

students not obtaining a Level 3 qualification at the end of compulsory education. 

My role is to monitor ELET policy on a national and international level in order to 

assess and develop strategic actions within prevention, intervention, and 

compensation levels.  

Consequently, I also conduct research projects directly linked to the ELET policy 

(MFED, 2015) that could support student retention, while increasing educational 

equity in Malta. Prior to this study, I sought and obtained European funds in order 

to conduct research on early identification and support of students at risk of ELET 

(Eivers, 2019). A number of recommendations emerged, including prioritising the 

identification of disadvantaged students in Malta at an early stage of their 

education (currently absent in our system) in order to support them and their 

families through a whole-school approach (Eivers, 2019).  

Another main recommendation was for Malta to explore the possibility of 

borrowing the HSCL programme and policy from Ireland, both as a means to 

provide educational equity by targeting disadvantaged students through a whole-

school approach and as a scheme that supports effective parental engagement, 

which was found as a scarce national measure (Eivers, 2019). This 

recommendation is one of the main strategic actions drafted within the new ELET 

policy launched in 2021 (Spiteri and Farrugia, 2021). This study therefore 

provides great motivation for me as its findings can support my work in 

developing an equity-based opportunity measure in schools to address 

disadvantage and reduce ELET.  

I believe it is imperative to reflect that whilst within the Maltese context I was a 

researcher viewed as an insider, within the Irish context I was placed as an 

outsider (Borrill, Lorenz, and Abbasnejad, 2012). I acknowledge that being an 

insider can be more favourable due to being familiar with the cultural context, 

issues and educational system. However, although I do not work within the Irish 

context, during my years as a teacher and as an education officer, I was able to 

visit a number of schools in Ireland and also have closely worked with Irish 
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educational stakeholders on a number of projects. This has helped my reflexive 

journey (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2006) during this research in reducing any 

validity issues as a qualitative researcher in being both an insider and an outsider 

during the data collection and analysis process.  

 Conclusion: Overview of the Thesis  

This thesis is divided into seven main chapters. Chapter 2 discusses ELET 

literature on social justice issues, policy learning, policy borrowing, and 

inequalities. Subsequently, Chapter 3 provides a rationale for the selection of the 

SBAF as the social justice theoretical framework underpinning this study, while 

Chapter 4 explains the methodology and how this was implemented. Thereafter, 

Chapters 5 and 6 present and discuss this study’s findings, mainly regarding 

inequality implications for the capability of being educated in relation to ELET and 

policy recommendations emerging from this study. The last chapter discusses 

the main contributions to knowledge, and summarises the main research 

findings.  
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 Early Leaving in Education and Training (ELET): 
Social Justice Implications   

 Introduction: ELET within the European Context – A Brief Overview      

Early leaving from education and training (ELET) is defined as  

young people who leave (or drop out of) school without completing 
what is considered in the national context as basic education (usually 
primary and secondary education), as well as those who define early 
leavers as young people who leave school without an upper 
secondary school leaving certificate. (Donlevy et al., 2019, p. 3) 

ELET is Eurostat’s more recent definition as it encompasses also vocational 

education (Downes et al., 2017; Donlevy et al., 2019), as opposed to the 

previously held view of ESL (early school leaving). For the purpose of this study, 

ELET will be used throughout given that vocational education is provided within 

both the Irish and Maltese contexts. Additionally, Eurostat officially publishes EU 

ELET statistics, using ELET instead of ESL. Through the labour force survey, 

each country collects annually, data pertaining to those aged between 18 and 24 

years who have only completed what is classified by Eurostat as lower secondary 

education and are no longer following any further educational programme 

(Labour Market and Information Society Statistics Unit, 2021; Eurostat, 2021; 

European Union Council, 2021).  

For the last decade, ELET has been a pressing issue within the European Union 

(EU) as it is considered a phenomenon within the educational context that 

minimises life opportunities for young people (European Union Council, 2021; 

Van Praag et al., 2018; Nouwen et al., 2016; Van Caudenberg et al., 2017; 

Cedefop, 2016). This is because ELET is often linked to the labour market, in the 

sense that, having only a lower secondary qualification reduces opportunities of 

future employment and educational advancement in one’s career (Nouwen and 

Clycq, 2019; Donlevy et al., 2019). Research and policies further indicate that 

those who do not achieve an upper secondary qualification stand at a higher 

chance of experiencing disadvantage in their life (European Union Council, 2021; 

Pitman et al., 2019; Faas et al., 2019; Borg et al., 2015; MFED, 2015, 2020). 

Therefore, the EU has made it a priority to lower ELET to an average of 10% by 
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2020 (European Commission, 2015). Although there was a substantial and 

significant reduction during these years, the target of 10% has not been achieved 

by all EU countries (Donlevy et al., 2019; Eurostat, 2021). Interestingly, 

significant differences are found between EU countries, such as those in this 

study, where Ireland currently stands at 5%, as opposed to Malta’s 12.6%
1
 

(Eurostat, 2021).  

Ongoing data collection has been useful for policies, but presents a very limited 

view of ELET given that it is recognised as a phenomenon brought about by a 

number of factors (Popovici, 2019; Borgna and Struffolino, 2017; Gonzalez-

Rodriguez et al., 2019). These factors are often related to a students’ diverse 

socio-economic background which reflects that students not achieving upper 

secondary education level, are getting through the educational compulsory 

process with less opportunities to successfully achieve educational outcomes 

than their peers. This study therefore mainly refers to disadvantage as those that 

hail from diverse socio-economic backgrounds and the relation to ELET. Within 

a broader perspective, this implies a lack of equity due to minimised opportunities 

because of background differences and consequently ELET policies should seek 

to minimise this educational disadvantage given that it is closely related to 

students’ family background. Thus, education inequality is inherent in the very 

decision of developing a particular policy measure or not, mediated by 

individuals’ initial disadvantage and which impacts children’s skills, learning, 

wellbeing and outcomes (OECD, 2018).   

Though European policy recommendations highlight the development of 

prevention, intervention, and compensation measures (European Commission, 

2015; Donlevy et al., 2019), the definition and data collection in themselves limit 

                                            

1 Until November 2021, Malta’s ELET rate was officially above 16%, but NSO published revised 
statistics as a result of “the realignment of the International Standard Classification of Education 
(ISCED) with the Malta Qualifications Framework (MQF). This revision was necessary to 
ensure better compliance with European Regulations governing education statistics and 
improve comparability of results at the European level” (Labour Market and Information Society 
Statistics Unit, 2021, p. 1).  
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the understanding of why these students are at risk of ELET and how to minimise 

this risk. This is because official data is collected for those who are no longer 

pursuing compulsory schooling (aged eighteen to twenty-four years), but data is 

only linked to further education and employment. Academic research, albeit 

limited within certain contexts such as Malta (Borg et al., 2015), has, on the other 

hand, tried to identify factors leading to ELET. Literature observes that, although 

no single factor can be linked to ELET, family disadvantage is one of the main 

reasons why a student might or might not achieve upper secondary education. 

Other emerging factors point to individual factors (e.g., wellbeing at home or at 

school), school processes (e.g., teaching and learning strategies), and general 

socio-economic conditions (Popovici, 2019; Borgna and Struffolino, 2017; 

Gonzalez-Rodriguez et al., 2019).  

Despite the ELET official definition, limiting data collection only to the final 

achievement in compulsory education, EU documents recognise the diverse risk 

factors that could lead a student to not achieving an upper secondary 

qualification. According to a recent EU document: 

To ensure a truly inclusive education and equal opportunities for all 
learners in all levels and types of education and training, academic 
attainment and achievement should be dissociated from social, 
economic and cultural status, or from other personal circumstances. 
(European Union Council, 2021, p. 5)  

Consequently, policies concerning ELET have been drafted in three main areas, 

namely, prevention, intervention, and compensation. Prevention strategic actions 

attempt to minimise risk factors in early compulsory education, such as, the 

development of quality provision in early childhood education. Intervention 

strategic actions attempt to identify risk factors within compulsory education and 

minimise any emerging inequalities. For example, if a child in primary education 

is struggling with literacy skills, an intervention measure would provide an 

immediate programme, such as, reading recovery. While prevention and 

intervention measures attempt to minimise and cater for ELET risk within 

compulsory education, compensation measures attempt to target those students 

who have completed (or not) compulsory education without achieving upper 
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secondary qualification. Compensation measures are often referred to as those 

programmes that offer second chance education (Donlovey et al., 2019).  

Nonetheless, much literature on ELET tends to focus on compensation measures 

and the entry into further education (or not), which I argue could be related to the 

limited official definition and data collection process in itself (Van Praag et al., 

2018; MFED, 2020). However, I contend that, achieving upper secondary 

qualification is a process that starts at the very early years of schooling, and 

continues throughout compulsory education. While the risk factor of family 

disadvantage, such as students hailing from migrant families or students 

presenting socio-economic difficulties, is considered an important marker of 

ELET, there are yet few studies which highlight measures on how this risk factor 

can be identified and targeted within the areas of prevention and intervention, as 

opposed to compensation. Nouwen et al.’s (2015) research is one of the few 

studies that attempt to provide school-based solutions of good practice within 

prevention and intervention in several EU countries. Their longitudinal study also 

identifies underlying conditions, such as, family disadvantage and 

dis/engagement. They however do not provide a detailed review of good practice 

on how to target these underlying conditions within both the school and home 

context, as opposed to the reviews of good practice proposed for concrete 

measures, such as, poor academic achievement and how it can be targeted in 

the school (Nouwen et al., 2015). 

This is an identified gap within literature as, although policy recommendations 

clearly indicate that, even in countries with a low ELET rate, students who are 

most at risk are those hailing from disadvantaged backgrounds, there are still no 

clear EU policy guidelines on how this ELET factor can be addressed within 

education. For example, within the Irish context, despite its low rate compared to 

its EU counterparts, the majority of ELET students still hail from disadvantaged 

areas (Smyth et al., 2015; Donlevy et al., 2019). Despite an evident lack of 

targeted support within this field, research however agrees that students coming 

from disadvantaged families might experience greater inequalities in the 

provision of education when compared to their peers, such as, learning 

experienced in schools and the actual opportunity to learn (Donlevy et al., 2019).  
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Disadvantage measures within ELET policies, in general, often attempt to target 

a financial gap which, despite being essential within a wider picture, is 

insufficient. For example, Malta has adopted an initiative of eliminating any exam 

fees leading to upper secondary qualification (MFED, 2015). This has been a 

great incentive to encourage students to sit for their final exam, and hence, exam 

participation percentages have gone up. However, in spite of encouraging those 

students who might not have taken the final exam due to financial disadvantage, 

this measure on its own was insufficient in increasing achievement among 

students with diverse backgrounds (Debono, 2020). Other measures similar 

within both contexts include, for example, the provision of free uniforms, 

breakfasts, and lunches which target those students who might struggle to be 

provided with food and basic needs at home (DEIS, 2014, 2017; MFED, 2015).  

From an ELET perspective, I argue that, identifying financial gaps and developing 

measures of support are essential in order to target achievement within 

schooling. However, apart from identifying financial barriers to school 

achievement, other barriers need to be identified and catered for. Since literature 

and policies identify a gap between students who hail from a disadvantaged 

background and those who do not, policy actions should attempt to identify 

students’ needs in both the school and home thereby portraying a more holistic 

picture of what real opportunities these students have to complete compulsory 

schooling and achieve upper secondary qualification. These needs might not 

always be related to materialistic resources, nor might they be limited to the 

school environment. For example, in a previous study I conducted on family 

literacy programmes, I discussed that students who have literacy issues at school 

might benefit from family literacy programmes that involve the development of 

parental skills in literacy within the community (Spiteri, 2020). Parents might not 

always have the knowledge and skills to support their children, thus limiting their 

engagement.  

Support should also be developed and provided before the end of compulsory 

schooling. While arguing that compulsory measures are essential for those who 

are at risk of ELET following compulsory education, it is imperative that more 

prevention and intervention measures are developed to target both the school 
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and the students’ home environment, particularly for those identified as hailing 

from disadvantaged backgrounds. School-based solutions for prevention and 

intervention are needed, but are limited if underlying conditions such as family 

and home disadvantage are not included. Therefore, data on ELET should not 

only include achievement rates at the end of compulsory schooling, but should 

include an understanding of who and why those rates were not achieved, not 

only in post-primary, but also in primary education. This would lead to more 

informed policy measures that would develop strategic actions targeting ELET 

risk indicators at prevention and intervention levels, while reducing inequalities 

due to ELET, such as, family disadvantage.  

 A Whole-School Approach to Target ELET Risk Indicators as 
Prevention and Intervention Measures in Malta and the EU  

The EU council recommendations for countries to develop policies on ELET 

recommend a whole-school approach to target ELET risk indicators (European 

Commission, 2015; Donlevy et al., 2019). A whole-school approach puts the 

learner at the centre, and implies that educators in the school work together with 

families, other professionals, and the community to support students’ success 

during their schooling (European Commission, 2015; Eivers, 2019). A recent 

review of the implementation of these recommendations within the EU found that, 

while compensation measures were implemented across established ELET 

policies in Europe, those related to prevention and intervention were found to be 

lacking in some crucial areas (Donlevy et al., 2019). Similarly, research 

conducted in Malta found the main gap to be parental engagement measures 

through a whole-school approach (Eivers, 2019). Parental engagement 

measures within the EU were also found to be “missing (or have not been 

implemented to any great extent) in around one quarter of the countries in the 

review” (Donlevy et al., 2019, p. 34). While school support to cater for students’ 

diverse needs was found to be implemented and developed within both policy 

and practice in the majority of EU countries, “implementation of infrastructural 

measures shows the weakest coverage including for example measures relating 

to school networks, early warning systems and extra-curricular provision” 

(Donlevy et al., 2019, p. 34).  
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Early warning systems (EWSs) are closely related to the implementation of a 

whole-school approach to target ELET through prevention and immediate 

intervention. This is because an EWS is a way of identifying risk indicators at a 

very early stage in order to provide timely support and minimise ELET risk. I 

argue that a whole-school support programme cannot be developed unless an 

EWS is in place to identify students at risk and target their needs. This would help 

to prevent a growing achievement gap between students who are at a 

disadvantage and their peers, and provide more equity provision measures within 

the schooling process. Often, schools rely solely on teachers to signal students 

who might be experiencing academic difficulties (Eivers, 2019). However, ELET 

is a phenomenon that presents a number of other factors which also include 

socio-economic difficulties. Given the daily constraints teachers face, signalling 

socio-economic difficulties might not always be feasible, even because this might 

not always be visible within a classroom context. Moreover, students 

experiencing difficulties within their home environment might endure emotional 

difficulties which might not be evident in the classroom (Downes, 2013, 2020; 

Downes and Cefai, 2016), but which, I argue, could highly impact their ELET risk.  

There are a number of risk indicators which lead to ELET (Downes et al., 2017; 

Eivers, 2019; Donlevy et al., 2019) that I will define as visible risks, and which 

ELET policy measures generally address. Absenteeism is found to be one of the 

primary indicators since, if a student misses school repeatedly, it could impact 

their learning, as opposed to a student who regularly attends school. Another risk 

indicator of ELET is school behaviour and educational wellbeing. Resilient 

behaviour at school can often indicate a lack of student wellbeing. A lack of 

wellbeing can often manifest in the students’ behaviour which is not always 

considered appropriate according to school rules. This might also have an impact 

on the students’ engagement and academic achievement, hence why schools 

have developed programmes that target behaviour and wellbeing (MFED, 2015; 

Donlevy et al., 2019; Nouwen et al., 2015). Learning difficulties and disability are 

also ELET indicators which affect academic achievement (Dyson and Squires, 

2016). Schools have also developed specific support in order to assist students 

and target this risk indicator. Absenteeism, school wellbeing, and learning 
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difficulties can all impact negatively academic achievement, hence why I argue 

that they might be more visible and targeted within the school context (Nouwen 

et al., 2016). Therefore, policies and educational systems within the EU and the 

Maltese context might have developed school-based programmes for these risk 

indicators.  

Although the policy recommendations review (Donlevy et al., 2019) observes that 

a number of school-based measures targeting these risk indicators are in place, 

research still shows that background difference can lead to achievement 

disparity, hence a higher risk of ELET. Research shows that schools might be 

increasing the gap thereby limiting access to higher education (Tarabini and 

Jacovkis, 2021; Ingram and Tarabini, 2018). In her ethnographic study, Lareau 

(2011) explains that differences within the home environment emerging from 

social class impact how children relate to others outside the home, defining this 

as the “invisible inequality” (p. 747). I thus contend that support within solely the 

school context is insufficient as all these indicators might be enhanced because 

of family disadvantage, which is not always visible in the school. Though literature 

shows that family disadvantage is a marker of poor academic achievement, and 

hence, of ELET, it may tend to be ambiguous as it does not always link this to 

ELET risk indicators, nor does it always provide policy guidelines for better 

practice that could give support both at school and at home.  

Irregular school attendance, inappropriate behaviour, lack of school wellbeing, 

and achievement gaps might be caused or increased by family disadvantage; 

therefore, a lack of support within the home environment might further exacerbate 

the achievement gap between disadvantaged students and their counterparts. A 

student can, for example, be absent from school of their own volition, but also 

due to other reasons, such as, family issues that could include family illness, 

financial issues, lack of knowledge and skills, or emotional wellbeing (Cabus and 

De Witte, 2015; Sahin et al., 2016). Similarly, a student’s lack of school wellbeing 

could be attributed to a lack of wellbeing within the home environment due to a 

number of difficulties experienced by the parents which could range from financial 

to socio-emotional difficulties (Borgonovi and Pal, 2016). It is for these reasons 

that I argue that, in order to implement a whole-school approach, an EWS in the 
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school should first be developed in order to identify family disadvantage 

inequalities and develop targeted support, not only within the school 

environment, but also within the home environment.  

A student with learning difficulties having support at home might decrease the 

achievement gap, as opposed to students who do not receive any home support. 

Similarly, research has prevailingly shown that parental engagement is an 

important factor for student achievement because of material resources and 

other learnt skills or values that are often found lacking in disadvantaged families 

(Muller, 2018; Kerbaiv and Bernhardt, 2018; Lee, 2018; Bower and Griffin, 2011; 

Epstein, 2005, 2018). However, research also demonstrates that parental 

engagement might increase an already existent disadvantage gap between 

students since parental engagement programmes in schools is generally 

targeted in the same manner for parents from diverse backgrounds (Reay, 2018; 

Hornby and Lafaele, 2011; Park et al., 2017). This could be because most school 

parental engagement programmes do not take into consideration disadvantaged 

backgrounds, and are generally developed for those parents who do not have 

financial or socio-emotional difficulties. Often, these parental engagement 

initiatives are school based and lack home intervention. A clear gap in ELET 

research is therefore the development of support for family disadvantage and 

engagement through a whole-school approach that targets both the home and 

school contexts which, to date, is still lacking within the EU (Donlevy et al., 2019). 

Although Malta for example has innovatively developed a number of parental 

training sessions which are mostly offered online, it did not consider the skills or 

knowledge that parents needed to attend them. These types of programmes, 

despite necessary to target the lack of parental educational skills, might only 

target a specific parental category without socio-economic and cultural 

disadvantages. Whole-school parental programmes within the Maltese context 

were found to be almost non-existent in schools, apart from independent 

scattered programmes carried out occasionally in certain colleges (Eivers, 2019).  

Literature on parental engagement is starting to be linked not only within the 

school environment, but also within the home environment (Epstein, 2018). 

Epstein (2018) has reviewed her previous model, and emphasises the lack of 
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teacher education in building a partnership with parents. While agreeing with 

Epstein (2018) in that the home, school, and community and student learning 

overlap, and that teacher training might be limited in building partnerships, I argue 

that her model could be useful in developing a more specific approach for 

disadvantaged parents who might lack the skills, as opposed to middle-class 

parents. For example, although school-based groups which include both parents 

and teachers might be valuable, working-class parents might not consider 

participating for various reasons, such as, lack of time, financial resources, and 

socio-cultural resources. When parents do not get involved in such events, they 

might be simply deemed as not interested, which could develop further barriers 

between school and home relationships. Within the ELET field, similar 

recommendations indicate a lack of training for teacher education programmes 

in poverty and social exclusion (Donlevy et al., 2019). This indicates that teachers 

might also lack the skills in building such partnerships between the school, home, 

and community, particularly in cases of poverty and social exclusion.   

Apart from parental engagement, some scholars also argue that ELET can be 

attributed to the students’ own lack of resilience (Abrica, 2018; Chen et al., 2005; 

Frisby et al., 2020; Brewer et al., 2019). Garcia-Crespo et al. (2021) define 

resilience in their study with fourth graders in EU countries as “a student’s ability 

to achieve academic results significantly higher than would be expected 

according to their socioeconomic level” (p. 1). In this study that compares PIRLS 

2016 data, Malta interestingly scored very low in student resilience within the EU. 

A number of variables were taken into consideration for academic achievement, 

such as, school, teaching, and family background (Garcia-Crespo et al., 2021). 

It transpired that Maltese students have a mere 6% resilience, as opposed to the 

highest scores of over 40% by other EU counties. Results indicated that the 

students’ socio-economic background, increased parental support, particularly in 

the early years of schooling, a sense of belonging in the class and school, and 

teaching through empathy were directly related to resilience (Garcia-Crespo et 

al., 2021). Similarly, Lareau (2015) argues that there is a big identified gap 

between middle-class and working-class students which, rather than labelling it 

as students’ own educational resilience, it is “often defined in terms of 
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characteristics such as persistence, self-control, and sociability or, put differently, 

grit or character” (p. 21), thus linking it to a lack of cultural and social capital 

needed to navigate in the schooling process in order to eliminate barriers. 

Research therefore demonstrates that students hailing from diverse backgrounds 

might not have the same opportunities because of a lack of home learning skills 

or rules which support them within the school context (Lareau, 2011, 2015; 

Lareau and Weininger, 2003; Lareau et al., 2018; Calarco, 2014).  

I therefore argue that specific support needs to be provided within compulsory 

education, not only to students, but also their parents in order to mitigate this 

unequal gap. Support given only within the school context is very limited and 

might not target disadvantage. A lack of targeted support even within the home 

context for students from a working-class family, or what in this study I refer to 

as a disadvantaged background, could increase the achievement gap of students 

coming from diverse backgrounds. Calarco (2014) discusses the difference 

between children hailing from two different backgrounds seeking support in 

classrooms, and links their engagement or non-engagement with teachers when 

experiencing learning difficulties to how parents would have coached them, and 

hence, their social status. Tarabini et al.’s (2019) qualitative study explores the 

role of school processes and their impact on ELET, concluding that “students’ 

beliefs about the usefulness of school and their self-perceptions as proper 

learners are not independent of their social status” (p. 239). 

Given that social status is directly related to family background, hence to parental 

engagement, it implies that a student’s background could lead to other ELET 

indicators, such as, absenteeism, poor academic achievement, and lack of 

educational wellbeing. Despite quite limited, research on ELET in Malta shows 

that family disadvantage, and hence, socio-economic factors, is a great issue in 

providing an equitable education (Borg et al., 2015; Hellmann et al., 2019; 

Schraad-Tischler and Schiller, 2016). Although the first policy on ELET (MFED, 

2015) prioritises a whole-school approach, research shows that this was not 

implemented (Eivers, 2019). A recent policy and implementation review indicates 

that parental engagement is lacking within compulsory education, and 

recommends an EWS through a whole-school approach in order to identify and 
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cater for disadvantage (Eivers, 2019). An example of policy learning in this review 

was the HSCL programme within the Irish context that seeks to identify 

inequalities due to family disadvantage at an early stage and implement targeted 

support. This will be discussed next.  

 The Home-School Community Liaison (Policy) within the Irish Context: 
Policy Borrowing and Learning Implications  

Policy reviews within the EU show that few countries have developed or 

implemented parental engagement programmes that target prevention and 

intervention strategies for inequalities emerging from family disadvantage, 

including parental engagement (Donlevy et al., 2019). This, I argue, could 

indicate a significant challenge for policymakers and practitioners in schools to 

support students at risk of ELET who hail from disadvantaged families. This issue 

is one to consider as a priority within ELET policies given that, as discussed in 

the previous sections, research has shown that a greater number of students 

hailing from disadvantaged backgrounds (as opposed to other students) fail to 

achieve or complete compulsory education. Although family disadvantage is a 

known issue in schools, to date, there is only one specific programme running on 

a national level within the European context, namely, Ireland’s HSCL (home-

school community liaison) programme. This was first developed by an educator 

more than twenty years ago through a pilot project as a preventative ELET 

measure (Conaty, 2002). The HSCL specifically attempts to address inequalities 

emerging from disadvantage in schools by acting on parental empowerment, 

rather than on traditional parental engagement or involvement. As part of the 

educational inclusion plan entitled Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools 

(DEIS), the HSCL within a broad perspective aims to increase students’ 

opportunities within education by empowering the salient adults in the students’ 

lives, that is, their parents. It also aims to identify and increase teachers’ 

understanding of risk indicators and of the students’ disadvantaged background 

(Tusla, 2018; DEIS, 2014, 2017; Smyth et al., 2015; Weir et al., 2018), and 

consequently, I argue, acting also as an EWS.  

The HSCL runs on a national level through all schools classified as 

disadvantaged by using clear criteria that are related to ELET, such as, poor 
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school attendance, low achievement, and a large number of students from poor 

socio-economic backgrounds (DEIS, 2017). Disadvantaged schools are 

classified as such through the Department of Education and Skills and the 

Educational Welfare Services within the Child and Family Agency by liaising with 

school principals (Weir, 2006; DEIS, 2014, 2017). Funding in disadvantaged 

schools is greater than in other schools in order to cater for DEIS programmes, 

such as, the HSCL and other programmes that run parallel, such as, the SCP 

(School Completion Programme). HSCL coordinators are employed and are 

given at least a 10% budget or more from the school’s action plan budget in order 

to work directly with families. HSCL coordinators aim to develop a programme 

with disadvantaged parents, thus enabling them to have a better opportunity to 

support their children to attend school and be engaged in school activities. They 

also aim to develop a positive mind frame of schooling and learning for more 

empowerment (Weir et al., 2018; Ryan, 2021). Similarly, research shows that 

adults who tend to not participate in lifelong learning, or in their children’s 

education, might have experienced negative schooling themselves, or might 

have experienced negative instances during their children’s schooling (Wilson 

and McGuire, 2021).  

HSCL coordinators act as the key educators in the school, building a partnership 

between families, teachers, and other support services to implement a whole-

school approach to tackle ELET risk factors thereby reducing inequalities due to 

disadvantage in schools (Weir et al., 2018; Ryan, 2021). Although at the basis of 

this policy is identifying and acting upon inequalities experienced by students in 

schools, the HSCL does this by empowering parents thereby giving them a real 

opportunity for parental engagement through the development of a partnership. 

This is why the role of the HSCL coordinator is also to provide lifelong learning 

activities and positive engagement in schools which are also part of the school’s 

action plan (Tusla, 2018). HSCL coordinators also organise regular visits to 

family homes in order to have a better understanding of students’ needs and 

family needs, thus enabling the development of individual targeted support, not 

only in the school, but also at home. This contrast in the provision of home 
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support, as opposed to solely school-based support, is a unique element of the 

HSCL programme in relation to parental engagement.  

Home visits are therefore a unique feature of the HSCL which acts as a two-way 

communication and understanding for parents and teachers. Parents are 

gradually introduced to the school experience, and HSCL coordinators are able 

to capture the students’ background to support teachers to cater for the students’ 

real needs. Parents are also enabled to become leaders and agents of change 

by supporting other parents within the community when their own children start 

schooling too. An example of this is transition programmes for parents that are 

developed and delivered by HSCL coordinators and parents themselves (DEIS, 

2019). Spaces in schools are also developed for parents to have a safe and 

welcoming space, where they can socialise and feel a sense of belonging within 

the school community. HSCL coordinators also aim to liaise with local community 

providers in order to introduce parents to multiple services and support beyond 

education. Through initial home visits, safe spaces in schools, leisure, and 

informal training programmes leading to formal programmes, parents are 

empowered to become a partner with the HSCL coordinator in order to support 

not only their children, but other parents by targeting structural barriers. It is 

through this new formed partnership that the HSCL attempts to develop a whole-

school approach to learning and tackle disadvantage by minimising ELET risks 

(Conaty, 2002; DEIS, 2017).  

I therefore argue that a programme such as the HSCL has the potential to 

challenge literature that observes that parental engagement can increase 

disadvantage because it directly aims to empower disadvantaged parents, rather 

than a one-size-fits-all traditional parental engagement. Moreover, it seeks to 

listen to their voice and develop their skills in order to be active agents in schools, 

while supporting other parents themselves by also sharing key information with 

HSCL coordinators in order to develop strategies in schools that tackle 

disadvantage barriers. Conaty (2002) herself views the HSCL programme as a 

measure that challenges normative practices in schools in order to support 

students and parents by bridging a gap between school and home. A policy such 

as the HSCL also addresses barriers within the classrooms, such as, research 
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that implies how teachers might not be able to cater for inequalities because of 

limited training constraints (Thompson, 2017; Epstein, 2018), and other 

constraints, such as curricular ones, and thus, they might not have sufficient time 

to develop a relationship with both the parents and the students (Epstein, 2005). 

Through the support of the HSCL coordinator who is specifically employed and 

trained to develop a relationship with families, teachers are not only more 

empowered to tackle identified gaps, but also obtain a better picture of the 

student outside the school walls. As part of the programme, teachers in this role 

have to rotate every five years in order to give a chance to more teachers to 

experience disadvantage within the home context (DEIS, 2018).  

I therefore emphasise that parental engagement without such a consolidated link 

as that provided by the HSCL, that acts actively in the school and home, cannot 

achieve the same outcomes as those achieved by the HSCL programme. 

Evaluations of the HSCL have been carried out within the Irish context, 

concluding that this whole-school approach has indeed had a significant impact 

on reducing ELET indicators, such as, absenteeism (DEIS, 2017; Donlevy et al., 

2019). Parental engagement was found to have been increased positively as it 

included parents from disadvantaged backgrounds (Weir et al., 2018; Ryan, 

2021). A recent analysis by Fleming and Harford (2021) however still 

recommends structural changes within the HSCL programme, such as, 

increased funding to better cater for students’ wellbeing and achievement. 

Despite acknowledging that ELET risk indicators were minimised, there are still 

gaps of achievement between students in disadvantaged areas and their 

counterparts who are not. They argue that, unless more funding for resources is 

increased, such as the psychosocial team to target wellbeing, the HSCL might 

lose its efficacy in addressing inequalities (Fleming and Harford, 2021). Although 

multiple reviews and research have been carried out within the Irish context, to 

date, I have not been able to trace a review that aims to develop a policy 

borrowing framework within another European context similar to that of the 

HSCL. This is an identified gap given that, as discussed earlier, EU policies that 

target ELET have been found to lack in prevention and intervention measures 

that target family disadvantage and parental engagement.  
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One of the EU recommendations in relation to ELET is to analyse good practices 

and evaluate the possibility of transfer within different contexts (European 

Commission, 2014; Eivers, 2019). Policy borrowing, also known as policy 

transfer, has gained substantial interest in recent years due to global demands 

and policies by worldwide entities (Verger et al., 2018; Zajda, 2015; Phillips, 

2015; Sabatier, 2005; Spillane et al., 2002). It has been defined as “the conscious 

adoption in one context of policy observed in another” (Phillips and Ochs, 2003, 

p. 774). Despite being similar, policy learning differs as no actual policy is 

transferred, but rather, informs about local policies that are to be developed 

(Moyson et al., 2017; Burdett and O’Donell, 2016). Policy borrowing may be 

undertaken for a variety of reasons, but mainly, because governments seek 

solutions for identified local problems by looking at the good practice of other 

countries, or because they are being influenced by international educational 

scores, such as, Pisa or OECD (Lewis and West, 2018; Verger et al., 2018; 

Forestier et al., 2016; Forestier and Crossley, 2015; Meyer and Benavot, 2013). 

These can sometimes be recommended by international bodies, such as the 

European Commission, which seek to support countries to reach EU targets, as 

in the case of ELET (Rambla, 2018; Grimaldi and Landri, 2019; European 

Commission, 2014). Indeed, this study emerged from recommendations of a 

study carried out by EU funds wherein policy learning and borrowing of the HSCL 

programme in Ireland were recommended for Malta’s context given the lack of 

evidence of parental engagement through a whole-school approach to tackle 

ELET (Eivers, 2019).  

Policy borrowing has mostly been criticised for failing to account for complex 

contextual issues which may render the policy transfer to another country 

unsuccessful (Dunlop, 2017; Peck and Theodore, 2015; Stone, 2012, 2016). 

Additionally, some policies may not be transferable since they have “grown out 

of the legal, educational and social systems of their ‘host state’” (Hulme, 2005, p. 

488). Policy learning has also been criticised, mainly for the lack of research to 

bring about change (Stone, 2012). In other words, even if a particular government 

shows interest in another country’s policy, this does not mean that it will bring 

about policy change in the home country. This could be attributed to several 
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reasons, including the complex process involved and political ones which could 

be influenced by identified risks during the policy learning process (Moyson, 

2016, 2017; Wesselink, Colebatch and Pearce, 2014; Dolowitz and Marsh, 

2000). Nonetheless, subsequent to an evaluation of reforms in the educational 

system of Hong Kong, Forestier et al. (2016) and Forestier and Crossley (2015) 

contend that educational policies that take a research-driven approach have a 

greater chance of being successful within the new context. They favour a 

strategic design that is informed by local and foreign experts, rather than by a 

merely government-led policy borrowing or learning process. Similarly, Lewis and 

West (2018) evaluated policy borrowing failure of ECEC in the UK, concluding 

that policy borrowing and learning can provide a useful background for policy 

analysis and development if context variables are fully considered. For their part, 

Phillips and Ochs (2003) similarly provide a typology that takes into consideration 

the context in order to support policy borrowing, analysis, and the successful 

transfer to a different context. Phillips (2015) further provides a model (Figure 

2.1) that supports the complex process of policy borrowing in education, from the 

initial process of policy interest within another context to its actual transfer. It is 

however suggested that this model is used and further developed in order to 

analyse and successfully transfer a policy within different contexts.  

Taking into account the complexities of policy borrowing, criticism, and the 

literature gaps in understanding policy learning which is often perceived as not 

always conducive to successful policy change, this study seeks to complement 

Phillips’ (2015) model by first initiating a policy learning process in order to 

develop recommendations for the HSCL to be developed within the Maltese 

context. I therefore argue that Figure 2.1 below can be further developed 

following this study’s findings within an ELET and social justice context.     
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Figure 2.1 Policy Borrowing in Education: A Composite Model (Phillips, 2015, p. 143)  

 Limitations of the HSCL policy  

The HSCL policy sets out fifteen open-ended roles that an HSCL coordinator is 

expected to fulfil (DEIS, 2014). Although providing support and training, some 

studies reflect that HSCL coordinators have difficulty in implementing all of these 

roles. This is often due to a top-down planning process which HSCL coordinators 

have no control of, but are expected to deliver and use their independent decision 

process (Furey, 2019). Although allowing for bottom-up implementation is part of 

the HSCL policy ethos in considering that all schools are within wider 

communities that have diverse needs, I argue that this may limit the measuring 

of outcomes of such a programme given that often the roles HSCL co-ordinators 

are expected to deliver are quite vague.  

Another limitation is funding for the HSCL programme. HSCL co-ordinators are 

allocated a 10% of the school budget but do not automatically access them. 

These funds are often allocated to them by the school principal according to a 

needs basis justified by the plan of the coordinator and approved by the school 

principal. I argue that this setting implies that if HSCL coordinators do not have a 

good relationship with the school principal, their role might be limited due to the 
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need of the principal’s approval to obtain the programme’s fund. This leaves 

HSCL coordinators often relying on the local community for support, in for 

example organising school activities for parents or in developing training support 

(Furey, 2019). Moreover, recent research has shown that national cost-cuts have 

impacted resources which has limited the HSCL coordinators’ role in 

implementing the policy, particularly in the area of wellbeing (Fleming and 

Harford, 2021). 

 Social Justice Implications Pre and Post COVID-19 in relation to ELET  

Despite the number of ELET policy interventions in EU countries, academic 

achievement of students experiencing socio-economic issues remains a 

challenge in schools around Europe and beyond (Donlovey et al., 2019; Schraad-

Tischler and Schiller, 2016; Hellmann et al., 2019). Although the provision of 

compulsory schooling is free for all students in Europe, this achievement gap 

implies that it might not be equal for all unless this gap is targeted. International 

statistical reports, such as the Social Justice Index in the EU and OECD 

countries, indicate that Malta scores quite low in offering an equitable education, 

and consequently, scores low in social justice in education (Schraad-Tischler and 

Schiller, 2016; Hellmann et al., 2019). In the latest report, it scores below average 

in the global social justice index, and is ten places lower than the Irish context 

(Hellmann et al., 2019). Malta’s Pisa academic performance in relation to socio-

economic impact also indicates that the students’ background is severely 

impacting academic achievement (Hellmann et al., 2019). Even in contexts such 

as the Irish one, which has a low incidence of ELET and where specific 

prevention and intervention measures are being undertaken to tackle 

disadvantage (e.g., the HSCL), the incidence of ELET is still much higher in 

disadvantaged areas (Smyth et al., 2015; Hellmann et al., 2019). Within Malta’s 

context, the achievement gap of students hailing from disadvantaged 

backgrounds as opposed to their counterparts can be said to be a reproduction 

of inequality that needs to be targeted in order to offer a socially just education. I 

opine that students from low socio-economic backgrounds, despite being 

provided with free education which should imply equality in education, are not 

being offered the same opportunities due to barriers they meet in the educational 
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system, such as, lack of parental support (in both financial and socio-cultural 

forms) and the absence of a whole-school approach to target disadvantage within 

the school and home context.  

I have previously argued that, although education has the potential to promote 

social justice within a global perspective, it still might be the cause of increased 

disadvantage, depending on the students’ social status. Students who do not 

complete compulsory education successfully have limited chances of higher 

paying jobs and career progression, as opposed to other students who do 

complete compulsory education successfully. Research has proven that students 

who have family support in any form and who hail from middle-class backgrounds 

have a greater chance of completing education. This implies that students who 

do not have family support and have a lower social class are facing inequalities 

within the educational process through lack of equal opportunities and 

educational achievement. The recent COVID-19 and educational provision 

implications have brought about a number of issues in relation to this (Ryan, 

2021; Eivers et al., 2021; Armitage and Nellums, 2020; Busuttil and Farrugia, 

2020; Spiteri, 2021; Ockert, 2021). Following COVID-19 and school closures, the 

European Commission observes that:  

Early leaving from education and training, which exposes young 
people and adults to decreased socio-economic opportunities, 
although reduced in the last decade, remains a challenge, particularly 
when thinking of the expected consequences of the COVID-19 
pandemic. …By ensuring quality and inclusive education and training 
for all, Member States can further reduce social, economic and cultural 
inequalities. However, across Europe, learners from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, including from rural and remote areas, are 
overrepresented among underachievers and the COVID-19 pandemic 
has highlighted even more starkly the importance of equity and 
inclusion in education and training. (European Union Council, 2021, p. 
6)  

Due to the COVID-19 mitigation measures, school closure has been a safety 

procedure undertaken globally. In order to continue providing education, schools 

in Europe have offered online education to compensate for the lack of face-to-

face classes, highlighting a number of inequalities between students and their 

diverse family backgrounds (Ryan, 2021; Eivers et al., 2020; Armitage and 
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Nellums, 2020; Busuttil and Farrugia, 2020; Spiteri, 2021; Ockert, 2021). 

Although research is relatively new given this unprecedented global pandemic in 

education, students experienced inequalities through digital provision due to lack 

of resources, such as, laptops or tablets, internet provision, home support, such 

as, digitally literate parents, food provision, as opposed to free school schemes 

for the disadvantaged, and wellbeing, such as, lack of appropriate space to 

engage in learning. Research is however emerging that disadvantaged students 

have an increased gap in learning as opposed to their peers due to the lack of 

face-to-face classes in schools (Drane et al., 2021; Spiteri, 2021). Due to this 

gap, international organisations are now advocating for leaving schools open and 

taking other measures in order to reduce the risk of COVID-19, such as, mask-

wearing in schools (Reuge et al., 2021).  

I therefore argue that this implies that schools are an essential means to provide 

education to all students and a means to offer opportunities for disadvantaged 

students which they might not experience at home. However, free education 

provision is not sufficient to target inequalities, as was clear in the case of 

providing online schooling during COVID-19. Face-to-face learning in schools 

might still be the cause of inequality reproduction within society, as might be the 

case in Malta and other EU countries. In order to target this gap and start to 

decrease it, policy and practice in education need to start offering whole-school 

measures that target the students and their families. Such measures as the 

HSCL aim to develop equal opportunities in education, and aim for an equal 

chance of successfully completing compulsory education by developing an EWS 

through parent-teacher partnerships. It is thus imperative to act immediately on 

ELET risk indicators by offering support at school and at students’ homes. This 

would lead to a more socially just education provision which, although might still 

impose challenges in academic achievement, can act as a catalyst in addressing 

disadvantage in education within contexts that are currently not offering such an 

EWS through a whole-school approach.  

 Conclusion   
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To summarise, there are three main conclusions that are drawn from this 

discussion. The first is that ELET policies are more concerned with the number 

of students who proceed to higher education, which is possibly due to the limited 

definition and statistical EU analysis. The second is that, although family 

disadvantage and a diverse socio-economic background are evidenced as a 

direct link to ELET indicators, such as absenteeism, academic achievement, and 

wellbeing, there is poor evidence of policy and practice that target this within both 

the school and the home environment. Research has also started to emerge that 

COVID-19 has increased the gap between disadvantaged students and their 

counterparts. In conclusion, the HSCL is a policy example of good practice within 

social justice in education as it challenges traditional parental engagement and 

instead develops partnerships between the school and home. The HSCL within 

the Irish context can therefore be used through policy learning and borrowing 

within the Maltese context that has a high index of students of ELET and a higher 

gap in achievement for students who hail from diverse backgrounds, but has not 

yet developed a whole-school approach to address disadvantage.  
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 Theoretical Framework  

 Introduction: The Sen-Bourdieu Analytical Framework for Social     
Justice Issues 

Sen’s Capability Approach (CA) and Bourdieu’s Socio-Cultural Reproduction 

Theory are both underpinned by agency and freedom (Hart, 2012, 2019; 

Unterhalter et al., 2014). This provided a theoretical lens for this study to 

understand students’ active participation, or otherwise, and retention in schools. 

Although Sen identifies a number of factors that have an impact on capabilities, 

the Capability Approach does not specify the particular contexts in which these 

factors arise (Hart, 2012, 2019). Sen in fact argues that the CA is an open 

approach rather than a rigid theory (Sen, 1999, 2009). Therefore, Bourdieu’s 

notions of ‘habitus’, ‘capital’, and ‘field’ (Bourdieu, 1997; Bourdieu and Passeron, 

1977; Reay, 2004a) can enable a better understanding of how Sen’s functionings 

can be achieved (or not). This is because Sen’s CA does not always allow to 

discuss the importance of socio-cultural and institutional context which apart from 

being a main criticism (Cohen, 1993), context was needed within this study since 

the different ‘fields’ of school and home were taken into account. Hart (2012) has 

in fact proposed the interplay between Bourdieu and Sen, to also include context 

within policy analysis. For example, within this thesis, the SBAF was particularly 

useful because Bourdieu’s “socially dynamic understanding of the conversion 

factors helping and hindering the development of capabilities” within diverse 

fields through a sociological perspective has supported the identification not only 

of inequalities impacting a student’s education at school, but also at home (Hart, 

2019, p. 285). A student’s family’s disadvantaged background, analysed through 

not only Sen’s understanding of capabilities and agency (Nussbaum, 2011; Sen, 

1999, 2009), but also through Bourdieu’s concepts of lack of capital and its 

impact on developing capabilities, can give a clearer picture of what opportunities 

or freedoms need to be developed in order for functionings to be achieved. The 

SBAF was therefore particularly suitable to inform policy recommendations 

because of its “expanded evaluative framework” (Hart, 2019, pp. 282-285) by 

combining the sociological approach and context. The use of Bourdieu’s notions 

therefore allowed this study to overcome a limitation within Sen’s approach that 
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is assessing ELET risk not only in relation to one’s independent freedom but also 

to issues related to context and power. 

The main purpose of this study is to innovatively analyse ELET (early leaving 

from education and training) from the SBAF (Sen-Bourdieu Analytical 

Framework) perspective, as opposed to solely exploring ELET risk factors such 

as lack of achievement and family background on their own. Through the SBAF 

lens, ELET factors were explored through Bourdieu’s notions, and the CA 

allowed for opportunity development within policy for students at risk. This was 

done by developing policy recommendations for a programme within the Maltese 

context that targets the school-home gap, particularly for disadvantaged students 

who have a greater risk of ELET. This study looked at a specific case of parental 

engagement in Ireland, that is, HSCL. Given that a number of studies highlight 

that parental engagement policies tend to be more beneficial to those students 

who are already advantaged (Reay, 2004a,b; Laureau and Weininger, 2003) 

thereby possibly creating a wider social gap in the educational field, particular 

care was taken to choose specifically the Sen-Bourdieu Analytical Framework as 

the theoretical lens for this study.  

The selection was based on the fact that this theoretical framework gives 

substantial weight to educational equity in policy implications (Hart, 2012, 2018). 

This theory does not only look at the surface of socio-economic disadvantage, 

but also at the multiple forms of capital, including relationships with peers and 

teachers, family backgrounds, and their impact on students’ school life. This 

allows for policy recommendations to be shaped around educational equity that 

provides students with realistic capital within the school context that supports 

their individual agency and voice (Hart et al., 2014).  

For the purpose of this study, opportunity development through the SBAF-ELET 

will refer to the innovative exploration of ELET through the SBAF to not only 

identify disadvantage in schools, but also suggest and develop opportunities 

wherein students at risk can better convert capital into capabilities and 

functionings, hence increasing their agency, and identify other contexts where 
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they cannot, thus providing targeted measures not only for them, but for salient 

adults in their lives, for example, by developing parents’ agency and capabilities.  

Using Bourdieu’s ‘field’, ‘habitus’, and ‘capital’, while analysing different school 

contexts in Malta and Ireland, it was possible to gain insight into how students 

and other stakeholders such as teachers and parents perceive a number of 

opportunities in specific contexts and identify ELET risk factors (Downes, 2017). 

Given that both Sen and Bourdieu acknowledge that the environment in which 

students live has an impact on their educational outcomes (Hart, 2019; Pham, 

2019; Molla and Pham, 2019; Walker, 2012; Paterson and Iannelli, 2007; 

Bourdieu, 1984), these perceived opportunities were linked to students’ 

increased or decreased participation and retention in schools through gained 

functionings and capabilities within the context of ELET.  

I will therefore now expand on Sen’s and Bourdieu’s specific notions, and will 

subsequently discuss the specific context in which the Sen-Bourdieu Analytical 

Framework was used to focus on developing recommendations for an HSCL 

programme in Malta that will attempt to reduce educational inequalities often 

experienced by disadvantaged students by improving student-teacher-parent 

relationships within the school context.  

 Sen’s Capability Approach as a Social Justice Theoretical Framework 

This study evaluates and provides real opportunities for social justice in 

compulsory education. This would imply the development of strategies and 

policies that develop equality in schools. Through this study, I seek to analyse 

the HSCL programme in Ireland as a means to develop real opportunities for 

students and parents within an educational system that is meant to be free and 

equal for all, while analysing parents’ agency in relation to students’ wellbeing 

and freedom. This analysis seeks to develop recommendations for Malta’s ELET 

policy in order to provide a programme that targets opportunity deprivation (Dreze 

and Sen, 1999; Ferreira and Gignoux, 2008) within compulsory education 

(Downes, 2014, 2016).   
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Sen developed the Capability Approach (CA) as an evaluation of individual 

development by looking at multiple factors, including wellbeing, poverty, and 

inequalities that might lead to a lack of social justice (Sen, 1997, 2009, 2010). 

Sen proposed this framework for assessing the quality of life through the notion 

of ‘basic capability equality’, as opposed to other models of equality, such as, the 

Rawlsian models of equality (Robeyns, 2017). Traditional theories of wellbeing 

mainly imply that equality is measured through material income, possessions, 

and wealth. Nonetheless, according to Sen, given that people are diverse, they 

may or may not achieve similar outcomes with the same material wealth (Sen, 

1999). From a social justice perspective, Sen’s CA can be viewed as a theoretical 

framework in analysing each individual’s potential to achieve what they are able 

to do and be according to what they value the most, rather than achieving more 

materialistic resources or basing the evaluation on assumptions.  

Freedom and opportunity are consequently two main normative principles 

underpinning this approach. The ability for an individual to be free, and be able 

to choose the life they want to live from a number of different opportunities, can 

be considered the first principle of wellbeing according to Sen (Sen, 1992, 1999). 

Secondly, Sen (1992, 1999) argues that, within a political perspective, social 

justice can be said to be achieved if an individual has the real opportunity to live 

the life they value and choose within a society. So far, the CA has been used as 

a framework within a range of fields (e.g., health, gender, education, and poverty) 

that could support the development of policies that aim to understand wellbeing 

and sustain social justice practices (Robeyns, 2005, 2017; Hart, 2012, 2019).   

More specifically, Robeyns (2017) defines the CA as a 

  conceptual framework for a range of evaluative exercises, including 
most prominently the following: (1) the assessment of individual levels 
of achieved wellbeing and wellbeing freedom; (2) the evaluation and 
assessment of social arrangements or institutions, and (3) the design 
of policies and other forms of social change in society. (p. 24)  

The CA has been criticised for being an incomplete theory, in the sense that it 

fails to promote a specific methodology, and is considered vague in questions 

addressing it (Robeyns, 2017; Alkire, 2005, 2021; Ibrahim and Alkire, 2007). 
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Robeyns (2017) explains that, in order to address these issues, it is important to 

distinguish between a “capability approach” and “capability theory” (p. 15). The 

main difference between the two is that “there is one capability approach and 

there are many capability theories” (Robeyns, 2017, p. 15). In this aspect, this 

study utilises the CA for a deeper understanding of ELET in relation to the HSCL 

programme, rather than generating a theory, as the CA can be said to “lend itself 

well to providing a better understanding of a certain phenomenon” (Robeyns, 

2017, p. 33).  

It can be easily stated that ELET, considered a phenomenon brought about by 

various factors, is often linked to disadvantage or advantage within education to 

a financially disadvantaged background. This often leads to the development of 

a number of policy measures that target this financial gap (Rambla, 2018), as in 

Malta, where a main recent measure was the provision of free examinations with 

the aim of increasing opportunity for all students to sit for summative 

assessments that classify students as ELET or not (European Commission et al., 

2019; MFED, 2015). Although this measure enabled more students to sit for their 

final compulsory exams, ELET statistics (achievement) were still similar when 

compared to previous years. This implies that socially just opportunity 

development for students at risk of ELET cannot be solely based on financial 

resources, material possessions, or achievement, but other factors need to be 

analysed and evaluated.  

Since ELET is a phenomenon, the CA includes normative principles of freedom 

and opportunity based on individual agency and wellbeing that are innovative 

aspects to better understand ELET as a phenomenon, rather than measuring it 

solely through wealth, possessions, and capital. However, the CA on its own, 

given its open-ended approach, was insufficient to generate policy 

recommendations in this study, but was utilised to better understand the HSCL 

programme as a possible support policy measure that addresses opportunity 

deprivation and increases educational equity and social justice through increased 

choices, opportunities, freedoms, and individual wellbeing. Bourdieu’s theory 

(that will be discussed later in this chapter) was used in conjunction with the CA 

as a philosophical theory in order to analyse risk factors, such as, family 
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background, capital, and the conversion factors that impact agency and 

wellbeing within the different fields of school and home.  

It is additionally imperative to discuss and distinguish between the work of Sen 

and that of Nussbaum, who are the two main catalysts of the CA. Although they 

share similar normative principles, Nussbaum’s work differs since she offers a 

partial theory of justice through a specified list of central capabilities (Robeyns, 

2017). Sen’s CA, on the other hand, does not offer a specified list, which is often 

the main criticism of his work (Alkire, 2005; Nussbaum, 2004, 2006, 2011; Sen, 

2003), but instead offers us an approach for open-ended analysis that has been 

found useful in developing policy strategies that could expand capabilities.  

Robeyns (2005, 2017) argues that Sen’s CA’s criticism is not valid if it is being 

used as an approach rather than a theory, and that the CA can be supported by 

a social or philosophical theory. In fact, although I found both Sen’s and 

Nussbaum’s work helpful when analysing this study’s findings, I have relied more 

on Sen’s CA due to its open-ended nature as I sought to explore parents’ own 

views on constraints and opportunities in supporting their children to achieve the 

desired outcomes according to what they value, as well as those barriers they 

might encounter, including institutional and cultural ones. Had I drawn a list, I 

might have missed out on what parents really value, particularly since I am 

dealing with two different cultural contexts. Therefore, through Sen’s CA, I was 

able to explore different parental views on their agency (or lack thereof) and that 

of their children which might undermine wellbeing and educational equality.  

Often, ELET linked to the lack of educational equality is measured by the 

achievement (or otherwise) of educational outcomes through summative 

assessment. Unterhalter (2003, 2012) views the CA as a way of obtaining a 

better understanding of educational equality, and more recently, has questioned 

‘what’, ‘when’, ‘why’, and ‘how’ education is measured (Unterhalter, 2017) 

through the notion of ‘negative capability’. This is also in line with ELET that is 

only measured through those who achieve upper secondary education through 

summative assessments, for example, five O levels in Malta. Unterhalter (2017) 

discusses how educational policies need to start to include other criteria as  
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education is not just one thing, for example, a learning outcome, 
linked to performance in a test, or the numbers enrolled in a 
particular school phase. Many aspects of education defy 
measurement. Educational relationships that are social, emotional, 
epistemological, normative, political, cultural and economic cannot 
be simply measured. (p. 2) 

This research is therefore innovatively looking at a unique policy strategy, 

namely, the HSCL in Ireland, through the CA lens, as opposed to a simple test 

performance, that could be utilised in Malta and other educational contexts in 

order to widen opportunities according to what students and the salient adults in 

their lives (i.e., their families) value most. In relation to the CA, this implies that 

the HSCL programme would be developing students’ and parents’ individual 

capabilities and functionings which could in turn reduce the risk of ELET through 

increased opportunities, wellbeing, and agency, as will be discussed next.  

 The CA’s Basic Components in relation to Freedom and Wellbeing:  
Functionings, Capabilities, and Agency 

The Capability Approach can be said to have a set of basic main components 

that are also the basis of terminology in assessing the CA, namely, functionings, 

capabilities, and agency (Sen, 1992, 1997, 2009). These notions of freedom 

carry implications for educational equity, particularly when considering each 

individual’s conversion factors (Hart, 2012, 2018) which have been used in this 

study, as will be discussed later. Sen (1987) states that “a functioning is an 

achievement whereas a capability is the ability to achieve” (p. 36). In other words, 

functionings imply the freedom as to what an individual is able to do, while 

capabilities are usually referred to as how an individual uses a number of 

functionings that allow for freedom wherein the individual chooses how to live 

from a number of possible opportunities (Sen, 1992). 

It can thus be stated that functionings can be perceived as milestones that an 

individual can reach, whereas capabilities can imply the opportunity to choose 

from a number of milestones (Sen, 2009). In this sense, for instance, a student 

coming from a disadvantaged family (or not) can have the opportunity to reach a 

number of milestones within a school context, hence functionings, but might lack 

the freedom, or choice, to choose the different milestones thereby acquiring 
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limited capabilities due to what the family values most. As regards wellbeing, Sen 

(2000) notes that “an impoverished life is one without the freedom to undertake 

important activities that a person has reason to choose” (p. 4).  

In this study, functionings, that is, “the various things a person may value doing 

or being” (Sen, 1999, p. 75), can be referred to as those educational milestones 

that parents view for their children and what those children view for themselves 

as important and valuable in their life. In terms of ELET, this would mean that 

parents would find value in supporting their children to attend school regularly in 

order to support them to successfully achieve educational outcomes and 

competences. Functionings in this study would mean assessing what students 

are able to achieve and value within their school community, as well as what 

students are able to achieve and value within their family background through 

their parents’ support, including, but not relying only on, materialistic resources 

like goods, such as, books and financial support.  

Conversely, capabilities refer to opportunities rather than possible abilities, that 

is, “the substantive freedom to achieve various lifestyles” (Sen, 1999, p. 75). 

Although functionings and capabilities are intrinsically connected, it is important 

to distinguish between what, in this case, a student is able to achieve according 

to what they personally value and are able to do, and what their school and family 

backgrounds are offering as sustainable opportunities in relation to their abilities. 

For example, if a student values studying and achieves great outcomes at school, 

but is not supported by parents who value schooling or achieving grades, and 

therefore, has no space or time to study at home, this would limit their 

opportunities and consequently their capability to further their education and 

continue developing their grades and aspirations as they grow older.  

The HSCL is consequently being viewed as a programme in schools that could 

support the students’ life journey both at school and at home by supporting 

parents to develop their own capabilities and functionings in order to help 

students develop a set of functionings and their capabilities to achieve a valued 

education and reduce the risk of ELET. Although the HSCL can be viewed as an 

opportunity to develop functionings and capabilities, central to the CA is also 
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agency. Each individual is considered an active agent, and plays a central role in 

the CA. Sen (1999) explains that an agent is “someone who acts and brings 

about change, and whose achievements can be judged in terms of her own 

values and objectives” (p. 19). Agency is therefore “the realisation of goals and 

values (a person) has reasons to pursue” (Sen, 1992, p. 56).  

A student is therefore an agent if they have the choice to do well (or not do well) 

academically. Wellbeing therefore implies that the student has the ability and 

willingness to succeed in their educational journey, including the resources 

needed, and also the freedom to do so both at school and at home if they want 

to. Agency can thus be viewed as the foundation background of freedom between 

capabilities and functionings, for example, what the student is able to do and be 

and the opportunities and freedom to engage in what they value (Robeyns, 

2017). Sen (2009) also points out that an individual might use their agency not 

for their own wellbeing, but to just achieve their personal goals. For example, a 

student might support another student at school as they value friendship. This 

would not be directly linked to the student’s own wellbeing achievement, but can 

be considered an agency achievement.  

The concept of agency and wellbeing in the relationship between capabilities and 

functionings, however, needs to be distinguished between freedom and actual 

achievement. Four different concepts can be elicited that are related to each 

individual’s opportunities and values, namely, “wellbeing freedom”, “wellbeing 

achievement”, “agency freedom”, and “agency achievement” (Sen, 2009, p. 287; 

Hart, 2019). Within the context of ELET and an educational understanding of a 

student’s educational process, this would imply not only the educational 

outcomes and achievements at the end of compulsory education, as is typical in 

European ELET analysis, but would also consider students’ progress, wellbeing, 

health, achievements, and personal, social, and family values throughout their 

educational journey. This study is thus attempting to take an innovative focus and 

analysis, particularly within the Maltese context, where most academic discourse 

on ELET lies only within obtaining (or not) the sufficient academic achievements 

at the end of compulsory education and having (or not) materialistic resources, 

thus linking more to a Rawlsian perspective.  
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It is therefore imperative to now conceptualise education within the CA and its 

link to this study. Education had initially been under-theorised within the CA, but 

as Walker (2006) notes, there have been great advances of the CA within the 

educational field, and thus, education has now been analysed in various ways 

(Robeyns, 2017; Walker and Unterhalter, 2007). The aim of this study in relation 

to the CA, that will be discussed next, is to present education not only as a basic 

capability, as originally developed by Sen (Robeyns, 2017; Cin, 2017), but also 

as a valued functioning by students and their parents, hence a more complex 

and wider view of education as a capability. The SBAF analysis would support 

the possible gap of opportunity deprivation within education analysis of the CA in 

relation to ELET and the development of opportunities that do not solely target 

achievements, but also freedom and aspirations through wellbeing and agency.  

 Education and ELET within the CA: A Basic Capability and Valued 
Function that Targets Opportunity Deprivation  

Sen (1985) originally conceptualised education as a basic capability that is 

fundamental to one’s life and achievable through access to the right resources. 

Stating that education is a basic capability of acquiring knowledge through 

resources can be compared to providing schools for free to all students, but this 

would be a very limited view and analysis, as discussed by a number of 

academics employing the CA in education (Terzi, 2005; Walker and Unterhalter, 

2007; Robeyns, 2017; Cin, 2017). It would also be very limited in the case of 

ELET as it would imply that, by simply offering free education, there would be no 

student at risk of ELET. This is certainly not the case since Malta offers free 

education, but has one of the highest rates of ELET. Although agreeing that 

education is a basic capability, and it should be provided to everyone, this should 

be shaped as a real opportunity for all students.  

Terzi (2005, 2007), though considering education as a basic capability and 

developing a list that could be criticised for its possible lack of Sen’s argument of 

democratic process, defines education as not only a basic capability, but also 

“real opportunities both for informal learning and for formal schooling” (Terzi, 

2007, p. 25). Terzi (2007) also affirms that failing to provide an education to every 

individual “would essentially harm or substantially disadvantage the individual” 
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(p. 30), while also implying that being educated or not would have an impact on 

other capabilities and on each individual’s future.  

In their common theme of gender and development, Cin and Walker (2013, 

2016), and Cin (2017) argue that an educational system not only needs to be 

accessible, but should also support the development of capabilities. Though 

gender inequality is not the main theme in this study, it is still a risk indicator of 

ELET that needs to be taken into consideration. Indeed, according to Walker 

(2006), “school lessons can undermine learning as well as support it particularly 

with regards to gender issues” (p. 186). Saito (2003) has probably anticipated 

this by providing a clear argument that education involves both intrinsic and 

instrumental values. This implies that capabilities expansion within education 

includes both basic fundamental abilities, such as reading and writing, and 

creating “new capability sets for the child that they were not exposed to before, 

such as taking up different career paths and being part of different social groups” 

(Saito, 2003, p. 27).  

ELET and education within the CA can be therefore said to imply that students’ 

autonomy, formal schooling, and informal learning are all essential to evaluate 

opportunities in schools and what they might value at school, but also at home 

and within their community. Lanzi (2007) discusses how the value in what one 

wants to be and do, that is, functionings, can be developed and impacted by 

education. A person’s educated life, according to Lanzi (2007), can be valued as 

the sum of its “instrumental value” like qualifications, its “intrinsic value” like 

agency, autonomy, wellbeing, and its “positional value” (p. 2) like access to 

material resources, and social influences. This places ELET in relation to 

education within the CA as not only being a basic capability, but a complex one 

that enhances the functionings that individuals (students and parents) have 

reason to value. Within this broader perspective, education can be viewed as a 

capability with a number of achieved functionings through ‘wellbeing freedom’, 

‘wellbeing achievement’, ‘agency freedom’, and ‘agency achievement’ (Hart, 

2012, 2019). 
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Therefore, by conceptualising education as not only a fundamental basic 

capability in relation to ELET, but also as a complex capability, this study 

supports the broad understanding of parents’ and students’ experiences and 

perceptions of the HSCL programme (in Ireland) or lack of it (in Malta) as a 

measure to enhance their capabilities within a broader view that develops their 

agency. Hart et al. (2014) similarly suggest that, when looking at education 

through a broader perspective within the CA, it can support the discovery of what 

individuals really have reason to value, be, and do both at school and within their 

communities. The HSCL programme was consequently analysed through the CA 

lens as a policy support measure that could target opportunity deprivation.  

Within this broader perspective of education being a complex capability, we also 

need to take into consideration agency and conversion factors. Developing a 

policy measure that targets opportunity deprivation can only be democratic and 

promote equality if we take into account individual conversion factors and agency 

(Sen, 1985; Hart, 2019). Bourdieu’s theory has been identified and utilised 

together with Sen’s in order to gain a better understanding of the conversion 

factors in relation to agency, which will be discussed in the next sections.  

 Agency and Conversion Factors – Identifying Bourdieu’s Theory as a 
Support to Sen’s CA  

The HSCL programme, as aforementioned, is not aimed directly at children, but 

at developing parents’ capabilities that could in turn support the development of 

children’s capabilities. Biggeri (2007) lists five main issues on children’s 

capabilities, with the first two outlined hereunder:   

the child’s capabilities are at least partially affected by the capability 
set and achieved functionings (as also by their means, i.e., assets, 
disposable income) of their parents, as an outcome of a cumulative 
path-depending process that can involve different generations of 
human beings. The possibility of converting capabilities into 
functionings depends also on parents’, guardians’, and teachers’ 
decisions implying that the child’s conversion factors are subject to 
further constraints. (p. 199) 

For their part, Biggeri et al., (2011, 2012) and Brando (2020) also discuss the 

importance of considering children as main social actors and agents linked to 
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Sen’s approach within the CA and conversion factors (Sen, 1985). Conversion 

factors can be seen as the agent’s ability to achieve what they value, while 

considering their set of resources and their ability to develop capabilities and 

functionings. Robeyns (2017) categorises conversion factors as personal, social, 

and environmental. The HSCL programme was therefore analysed in relation to 

conversion factors and agency pertaining to the salient adults in the children’s 

lives, especially those of parents, and in certain cases, of educators as a way to 

address Biggeri’s issue with children’s capabilities with regards to education.  

In this study, conversion factors were also useful to obtain a better insight of 

parents’ aspirations for their children, and identify any opportunity deprivation 

due to their individual agency, valued beings and doings, and lack of resources, 

not solely materialistic ones. For instance, both Reay (2018) and Ingram (2011, 

2018) argue that students hailing from different social classes tend to have 

different aspirations, even if they have the same educational setting. Meanwhile, 

Biggeri (2007) also maintains that children’s agency should be considered as an 

active one, but can sometimes create conflict in the children’s and parents’ 

relationships. “On the one hand, parents need to respect children’s desires and 

freedoms, but on the other they have to assist children to expand or acquire 

further capabilities, even though this may need to be done against children’s 

willingness” (Biggeri, 2007, p. 199).  

This implies that, although children are considered as active agents within the 

CA (Biggeri et al., 2011, 2012), salient adults in their lives (parents and teachers) 

can support the development (or not) of their capability set. On the other hand, 

salient adults can act as barriers for children’s own valued beings and doings 

within education. Due to the nature of the HSCL programme in supporting 

parents, it is important to discuss parental agency and its implications in this 

study. Sen (1985) argues that agency supports individuals not only to form goals, 

but also to achieve them. Within the context of ELET, parents’ agency in relation 

to students’ capabilities can be considered as multidimensional and complex in 

nature.  
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Alkire (2008) highlights five features of agency within the CA according to Sen 

that can apply to this study in order to have a better picture of parents’ agency in 

relation to students’ capabilities and how the HSCL could be developed as a 

support measure to address ELET and opportunity deprivation. The first feature 

in relation to ELET and parents’ agency can be related to their goals and values 

with regards to their children’s education. The second feature implies that parents 

need to have the capabilities, functionings, and resources in order to support their 

children in what they value. The third feature deals with parents focusing on the 

wellbeing of their children thereby possibly impacting their own wellbeing. 

Valuing the parents’ objectives and goals is the fourth feature. Within an ELET 

context, this can imply high aspirations for their children, or conversely, low 

aspirations, issues of child safety, particularly in relation to gender or bullying, 

and logistical issues for school choice or attendance.  

The last feature according to Alkire (2008) is the agent’s own capability set which, 

in this study, would refer to the parents’ own capability set. This would imply 

taking into account the real opportunities and options available to parents to 

support (or not) their children. It is mainly within this last feature of agency that 

the HSCL programme was analysed, but this does not exclude the other features 

as it would limit the power of parental agency (Alkire, 2005, 2008). Rather, it was 

considered a starting point that includes the other features of agency and support 

their development.  

This study therefore suggests that the students’ education capability set is 

complex in nature, thus supporting Biggeri’s (2007) claims that, although children 

are agents on their own, parents, and salient adults play a crucial role in enabling 

them to achieve capabilities. Conversion factors and children’s agency, freedom, 

and wellbeing can be viewed through a multidimensional context that needs to 

be placed within a significant position. The CA used with another social policy 

theory can support not only a better understanding of the phenomenon (D’Angelo 

and Ryan, 2018), but can also “have normative implications related to the 

curriculum design, or to answer the question of what is needed to ensure that 

capability” (Robeyns, 2017, p. 33).  
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Bourdieu’s theory and concepts of ‘habitus’, ‘capital’, and ‘field’ were 

consequently deemed a useful approach, together with the CA, to consider these 

complex processes and relationships (Hannon, 2020) that will be discussed next. 

Bourdieu developed these conceptual concepts as part of a socio-cultural 

theoretical framework within the social practices field. His work has gained 

particular interest within educational research as the theoretical framework 

provided a broad analysis of education and its impact within a socially just 

society.  

Bourdieu also speaks of symbolic violence, which can be defined as decisions 

and practices in schools that support students hailing from the upper and middle 

classes, while perpetuating the gap for disadvantaged students as they have 

different types of capital (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). In order to develop a 

strategic action through recommendations for the ELET policy in Malta that 

targets disadvantaged students, it was first important to identify ELET risk factors, 

hence inequalities pertaining to family disadvantage within education. Bourdieu’s 

theory through the particular notions of field, habitus, capital, and consequently, 

symbolic violence in schools was utilised to identify these risk factors in relation 

to Sen’s CA, with a particular focus on conversion factors and agency.  

Bourdieu’s theory and Sen’s CA have been used extensively in educational 

research, even though research using both these theories within the field of ELET 

is quite limited. More recently, Hart (2019) has developed the SBAF which was 

the foundational theoretical approach for this study. I believe this study is the first 

to use Sen’s and Bourdieu’s work to develop a specific policy measure that 

targets opportunity deprivation for students at risk of ELET within a European 

context. I will therefore first discuss Bourdieu’s concepts of ‘habitus’, ‘capital’, and 

‘field’, followed by Hart’s (2018) SBAF, its implications for this study, and a 

proposed modified framework of Hart’s work to support the development of 

strategic policy measures targeting opportunity deprivation that I believe are 

unique to the field of ELET.  

 Bourdieu’s Habitus, Capital, and Field as a Tool to Identify ELET Risk 
Factors in relation to Sen’s CA  
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ELET risk factors, discussed more broadly in Chapter 2, are greatly influenced 

by, but not limited to, family disadvantage, including cultural, social, and 

economic barriers. These factors may impact parents’ aspirations for their 

children’s educational capabilities. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is consequently 

apt for exploring parents’ aspirations and support (or lack thereof) to their 

children. Bourdieu (1977) defines habitus as:  

objectively classifiable judgments and the system of classification of 
these practices. It is in the relationship between the two capacities 
which define the habitus, the capacity to produce classifiable practices 
and works, and the capacity to differentiate and appreciate these 
practices and products (taste), that the represented social world is 
constituted. (pp. 171-172) 

Habitus can therefore be described as an objective social construct of thoughts 

and actions in individuals and groups, leading to behaviour that is considered 

appropriate (or otherwise) in a given context (Bourdieu, 1998). In relation to ELET 

risk factors, it can be said that habitus refers to students’ and parents’ history, 

experiences, and family background in relation to parenting skills, and how these 

in turn impact positively or negatively educational capabilities. This static and 

inherent determinism has brought about caution among academics in the field of 

education and its possible overuse or wrong application (Reay et al., 2001). 

However, habitus can be a useful tool within education to evaluate beliefs and 

dispositions from childhood to adulthood within a particular culture in relation to 

the school context (Reay, 2004 a,b, 2018). This implies that past and present 

educational experiences can impact the students’ educational journey, 

consequently reducing or increasing the risk of ELET.  

Reay (2004 a,b) and Ingram (2018) provide a useful account of how habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1972) can be transformative, but also limited in developing agency as 

it could give rise to barriers for students who hail from different social classes. 

For example, in this study, habitus was useful to evaluate the parents’ 

experiences through their understanding of education and preferences regarding 

the educational system and the HSCL. This implies that parents’ own experience 

of schooling and their experience of their children’s education would generate 

constraints and freedoms, and can be used as a risk factor, albeit limited in 
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providing a clear picture of how they would act when supporting their children in 

education. The notion of habitus in this study is therefore helpful to identify 

parents’ own constraints or advantages, according to their own educational 

experiences and preferences. This was used as the first main ELET factor in this 

study.  

Family background, preferences, and experiences were consequently 

considered as a main ELET factor in this study through the notion of habitus. 

However, ELET is a phenomenon brought about by various factors that cannot 

be limited to family background. Bourdieu’s notions of capital and how this is 

used in different fields were also applied. Bourdieu (1997) distinguishes between 

three types of capital: economic capital, social capital, and cultural capital. 

Economic capital represents financial resources, social capital represents social 

connections, and cultural capital represents values, skills, education, and 

knowledge that can give an individual a higher or lower status in society.  

Bourdieu links capital to the type of habitus an individual has and to the choices 

they are limited to. Linking capital to habitus, it is evident that ELET risk factors 

are therefore not limited to family background (both past and present 

experiences), but also to their economic capital, social capital, and cultural 

capital. For example, a student can be considered at risk of ELET due to their 

financial difficulties, but also due to their family’s limited skills, educational 

background, and lack of connections to improve this (Lareau et al., 2003).  

In order to provide a context for habitus and capital as ELET risk factors, it was 

important for this study to also look at field and the possible emerging risk factors 

in relation to it. Bourdieu (1998) defines field as “the specific structure of these 

quite peculiar social worlds where the universal is engendered” (p. 138). This 

implies that students within an educational system are expected to integrate 

within a structure and engage according to this specified structure thereby 

impacting habitus and capital. A field, however, is not limited to the educational 

system like a school or university, but can be a village or family. Therefore, 

students with similar habitus and capital might still engage differently within 

different fields and impact conversion factors.  
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Bourdieu (1998) uses the metaphor of a game to explain this notion and the 

relation with habitus and capital. A game has rules which Bourdieu defines as 

‘Doxa’, and individuals with different capitals use them to play within each field. 

The form of capital within their habitus would impact their understanding within 

the field and how they play according to the rules of the game (Reay, 2001, 2012). 

For example, a parent who has financial capital, but possesses limited cultural 

capital (perhaps they have a limited educational background), can still pay for 

private tuition to support their children if they value education. If, on the other 

hand, a parent would like to support their children, but has limited cultural and 

financial capital, the student would have to rely totally on school support.  

It can consequently be said that field can impact a student’s habitus in different 

ways. Firstly, it structures the habitus and “contributes to constituting the field as 

a meaningful world, a world endowed with sense or with value, in which it is worth 

investing one’s energy” (Bourdieu, 1972, cited in Wacquant, 1989, p. 44). In the 

case of school as a field, it can therefore help to reduce ELET by enriching 

students’ habitus (or limiting it) and continue to develop inequalities, for example, 

between different social classes and cultures where a student may simply adjust 

to the rules of the game within the field. In this study, the notion of field in relation 

to habitus and capital as a tool to identify risk factors is crucial since the HSCL is 

a tool that aims to operate within the field of school in order to bridge any potential 

gaps between school and home.  

Habitus in relation to capital and field is therefore similar to Sen’s concept of 

opportunities as an individual tends to “adjust to circumstances, especially to 

make life bearable in adverse situations” (Sen, 1999, p. 62). However, Bourdieu’s 

view in this study can provide a wider picture to identify ELET factors and the 

impact as conversion factors as it “denotes a manner of being, a habitual state 

(especially of the body), and, in particular, a predisposition, tendency, propensity 

or inclination” (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977, p. 214). Sen’s emphasis is on 

inequality of opportunity through agency, functionings, and capabilities, whereas 

Bourdieu emphasises habitus, capital, and field, through which he explores the 

processes that could create these inequalities, not only through habitus, but 

within fields and different types of capital. 
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While Bourdieu’s notions on identifying ELET risk factors both at school and 

outside inform this study on the potential risk of reproducing inequalities within 

different fields, they are limited in their social nature change. These notions are 

useful in this study to identify potential inequality reproduction, but on their own, 

they were insufficient as they do not allow space for the analysis of possible 

opportunities after analysing conversion factors. Sen’s CA was essential to 

analyse the HSCL as a strategy that targets inequalities and develops 

opportunities by also allowing for agency development and analysis. I will 

therefore now discuss how Hart’s SBAF could be used innovatively within the 

field of ELET to identify risk factors and develop policy opportunities that minimise 

them.  

 Building on Hart’s SBAF to Develop Opportunities that Minimise ELET 
Risk Factors in relation to the HSCL Case  

Through the SBAF, Hart (2012, 2019) has applied Sen’s CA and Bourdieu’s 

notions to develop a deeper understanding of students’ aspirations in relation to 

capabilities. Her research mainly focuses on social justice within educational 

policy and the use of habitus, capital, and field, their relationship to building 

capabilities, and conversion factors. Building on Robeyn’s (2005) studies on 

conversion factors, Hart (2012) suggests that, “using the capability approach to 

understand the nature of conversion factors allows a reinterpretation of the way 

in which capital is transferred between individuals” (p. 62).  

More recently, Hart (2019) has discussed that conversion of capital into 

capabilities usually happens in two phases, as shown in Figure 3.1. The first 

phase usually requires family support also in what is defined as financial capital. 

In this case, financial capital can additionally be funded by the school; for 

example, if a student does not have sufficient funds from the family to participate 

in field trips or support with learning, the school could provide the necessary 

financial help. Following this support, the next phase is the actual change of 

capital into capabilities. This implies that students would be “achieving the 

capability to be educated through the respective finance, support, and access 

received as well as the consequent capabilities derived thereafter” (Hart, 2018, 
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p. 9). Students’ agency is finally manifested in their decision-making process 

about which capabilities to use in different fields in the form of functionings.  

 

Figure 3.1 Sen-Bourdieu Analytical Framework building on Hart, 2012 (Hart, 2019, p. 10) 

Building on Hart’s two-phase process of conversion factors, this study has 

developed its own hypothesis of conversion factors in relation to the existing 

HSCL programme in Ireland and the possible development of the HSCL strategy 

to be adopted within a Maltese school context. Figure 3.2 illustrates that in Phase 

1, a possible HSCL strategy in Malta could identify ELET risk factors by taking 

into consideration the students’ capital, field, and habitus. The HSCL programme 

could provide the necessary support by taking into account the ‘institutional 

habitus’ factor, which could exacerbate further the predicament of disadvantaged 

students (Reay et al., 2001; Darmondy, 2012; Burke et al., 2013), and by 

identifying risk factors at an early stage of schooling. This is also discussed by 

Hart (2019), who states that “greater awareness of this potential bias may help 

schools to reduce educational inequalities and to direct resources, and the 

transfer and activation of forms of capital, in ways that seek to benefit the most 

disadvantaged students” (p. 10). The relationship between these factors 

therefore also needs to be taken into consideration. 
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Figure 3.2 Building on Hart’s two-phase process: Hypothesis of conversion factors in 
relation to HSCL as an inclusive strategy 

Tarabini et al. (2017) maintain that  

…there are still few studies that examine the processes of ESL (early 
school leaving), especially from the subjective perspective of the 
students. What is more, there is still relatively little empirical evidence 
focusing on the effect that schools, and teachers in particular, have on 
students’ decisions – towards the end of their period of compulsory 
education – to continue studying or to drop out. (p. 2)  

Additionally, a number of scholars have recently conducted research on students 

not pursuing higher education and whether this was related to their socio-

emotionally and economically disadvantaged family background (Doyle and 

Keane, 2019; Tivaringe, 2019; Jury et al., 2017; Parker et al., 2016; Watts, 2007; 

Watts and Bridges, 2006; Ferguson et al., 2005; Rumberger and Lim, 2008). 

Çiftçi and Cin (2018) observe that the missing component of teachers directly 

working with communities and also failing to take into account economic, cultural, 
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and social capital could increase educational disadvantage. Despite family 

background being discussed as a major risk factor which could lead to ELET 

(Ingram, 2011, 2018; Reay, 2012, 2018), there seem to be few studies on ELET 

that focus on how to actually overcome this barrier by developing opportunities 

that target agency development, hence my suggestion to use Hart’s model for 

the possibility of opportunity development specifically targeted for ELET policy 

development.  

Hart (2019) believes that  

…becoming conscious of the roles of educational institutions in the 
perpetuation of injustices and oppression is a first step on a long 
journey of development. …. Education policy must go hand in hand 
with practice developments. Education policy has a dominant focus on 
the development and education of children and young people. (p. 13)  

In this sense, in this study and within the context of ELET, the development of 

policy recommendations and practice was linked to Hart’s SBAF by 

complementing it mainly with opportunity development when analysing ELET risk 

factors and other conversion factors highlighted previously (Alexiadou et al., 

2019; Tarabini et al., 2017; Borgna and Struffolino, 2017). Given the limitations 

in academic research that uses the SBAF to analyse the possible development 

of policy measures for opportunities that target ELET, the addition of opportunity 

development in this study has supported the analysis of agency development in 

relation to conversion factors and policy recommendations. Therefore, this study 

has adopted SBAF and complemented it to specifically “challenge the status quo 

and normative perceptions of educational processes” (Hart, 2019, p. 14) in order 

to not only provide an analysis of risk factors and conversion factors, but also 

provide policy recommendations that can be applied in practice for agency 

development by identifying specific support when conversion factors are limited.  

I define this as opportunity development for ELET risk factors within policy 

development that aim to develop any opportunities disadvantaged students are 

deprived of. The Methodology underpinned by this approach will follow.  
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 Methodology   

 Introduction  

This chapter explains how the data was collected and analysed. The Sen-

Bourdieu Analytical Framework (SBAF), discussed in the previous chapter, was 

used to underpin this methodological approach. The SBAF allowed for the voices 

of educators and parents to be heard in relation to their experiences of dealing 

with educational disadvantage due to diverse family backgrounds within two 

different contexts, Malta and Ireland. Figure 4.1 lists the three key research 

questions this study aims to answer, and how these were used to meet the aims 

and objectives of this study.  

 

  

Figure 4.1 Research Questions and Purpose 

M
R

Q
1 M.RQ: What are the policy 

recommendations to develop an 
equity-based SBAF opportunity that 
addresses inequalities experienced 
by disadvantaged students at risk of 
ELET? 

P
u

rp
o

se This question provides information about 
perceptions of parents and teachers within 
both contexts to develop recommendations 
that address inequalities experienced due to 
family disadvantage. It also provides an insight 
on contexts that have an HSCL programme 
(Ireland) and those that do not (Malta) in 
order to develop equity-based opportunities 
through ELET policy recommendations.

R
Q

2
 a

n
d

 3
 

How does the HSCL (home-school 
community liaison) policy in Ireland 
support a whole-school approach that 
minimises educational disadvantage by 
supporting disadvantaged families?

What contextual challenges and 
opportunities can be identified for the 
applicability and transferability of HSCL in 
Malta from lessons learnt during and after 
COVID-19?  

P
u

rp
o

se This question seeks to obtain an 
understanding of how the HSCL is 
supporting stakeholders in reducing the 
negative consequences of educational 
disadvantage through perceptions of 
different stakeholders and documents.   
This question seeks to gather a policy 
understanding of which HSCL features 
could be borrowed and which ones we 
can learn from to develop policy 
recommendations that reduce school 
inequalities for students hailing from  
disadvantaged families.

The purpose of this question is to 
obtain an understanding of how the 
overall HSCL policy borrowing process 
could be applied within Malta’s 
context. This question will support 
recommendations for the 
implementation process within Malta’s 
context derived from lessons learnt 
before and after the outbreak of 
COVID-19.
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In order to answer these questions, a qualitative research design was developed. 

Semi-structured interviews, observations, and document analysis were thought 

to be the most appropriate means of collecting data underpinned by a social 

constructionist paradigm. The study’s main participants were parents hailing from 

a disadvantaged background and educators working with disadvantaged 

students, but policymakers in the field of ELET were also interviewed to enhance 

the validity of the data. Below is my ontological and epistemological position, 

followed by the research design and methodology used to answer these research 

questions, including also methods and analysis. The chapter finally discusses 

this study’s limitations and ethical considerations.  

 Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions    

Underpinned by a social constructionist epistemology, the interviews, 

observations, and document analysis provided the necessary information to 

develop solutions to the central research questions. Creswell and Creswell 

(2018) state that social constructionists seek to develop subjective interpretations 

according to their experiences and observations in order to understand their 

surroundings and work. Early leaving from education and training is a 

phenomenon brought about by a number of factors, including family 

disadvantage. Social constructionists view phenomena as being created, rather 

than being discovered (Creswell and Poth, 2017). In view of this, the research 

design and data collection process aimed to gain a deeper understanding of how 

the HSCL was used to decrease inequities in education caused by family 

disadvantage.  

Consequently, the relativist ontology used allowed for multiple meanings and 

realities that could be presented and borrowed within the Maltese context. In this 

study, multiple realities were those experienced in the adoption of the HSCL in 

Ireland, the non-use of the HSCL programme in the context of Malta, and family 

disadvantage following the start of the pandemic within both contexts, all giving 

rise to different interpretations of the multiple components. A social 

constructionist underpinning can best be applied to this study because there were 

multiple influences (cultural contexts, educational settings, and language 
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differences) and different actors (educators, parents, and policymakers) involved 

in the data collection process (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).  

This paradigm emphasises how specific contexts shape understanding as there 

is not a single universal reality, but an understanding that develops from people’s 

perceptions within the contexts they live in. This implies that meanings, albeit 

related to the same concept and phenomenon being studied, could be 

constructed differently (Denzin and Lincoln, 2008; Dyson and Brown, 2005; 

Crotty, 2003).  

Working within the social constructionist paradigm has given me the flexibility as 

a researcher to work within the three phases of analysis which were in different 

educational contexts without assuming that one derived meaning was more 

appropriate than another (Denzin and Lincoln, 2008). While acknowledging that 

these multiple realities influenced the research process and findings, I will try to 

understand, describe, and develop how and why the HSCL could be transferred, 

rather than predict how the transfer will happen, from the perceptions of the 

multiple stakeholders involved in this study.  

When examining the multiple components of the HSCL in relation to family 

disadvantage and early leaving from education and training, this research finds 

that many different views, attitudes, and levels of interaction exist among 

teachers, coordinators, parents, school administrators, and policymakers within 

all three phases of analysis. It is hoped that this study brings about a more 

uniform role of targeting family disadvantage to increase educational equity by 

learning from the HSCL within the Irish context through the experiences of those 

experiencing disadvantage within both contexts.  

 Research Design and Methodology Overview: A Qualitative Case 
Study Approach 

The purpose of this research was to understand the perceptions and practices 

within specific educational contexts, that is, how the HSCL in Ireland is used to 

support parents to minimise educational inequalities for disadvantaged children. 

This was done to develop policy recommendations that provide socially just 
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opportunities for children at risk of ELET, particularly those who hail from 

disadvantaged families. This section provides information about the development 

of a qualitative case study approach and the methodology used.  

 A Qualitative Case Study Approach  

This study was consequently designed through a qualitative approach in order to 

analyse thoroughly a specific case. This has supported the development and use 

of methods that were crucial in exploring specific policy issues within practice 

through the experience of multiple stakeholders within different contexts. Bryman 

(2015) suggests that qualitative case study methods ensure a deep exploration 

of specific issues. Young and Diem (2014) and Lester et al. (2017) suggest that 

qualitative policy studies can support a deep analysis of dealing with issues of 

privilege and justice within different contexts. The specific issue of this case was 

the lack of equal opportunities for students with difficult family backgrounds due 

to several reasons like financial or social difficulties, which would be theoretically 

defined as forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1997), thereby impacting their capabilities 

and functionings (Nussbaum, 2011; Sen, 1985) which could be enhanced 

through a specific programme like the HSCL by working not only with students, 

but also with their families.  

Similarly, a number of policy implementation studies that have also sought to 

explore social justice issues have also used qualitative methods (Coburn et al., 

2016; Marsh, 2012; Glazer, 2009; Goertz, 2006; Malen et al., 2002). However, 

given the aim and purpose of this study, a qualitative case study was seen as an 

appropriate method as it supports the in-depth experiences of policy 

implementation of a specific case (Yazan, 2015; Bryman, 2015; Stake, 2005), 

which will be done through the experiences of multiple stakeholders within the 

Irish and Maltese contexts through the case of the HSCL. A case study also offers 

the opportunity to apply different theoretical perspectives, in this case, the SBAF, 

when analysing different experiences and perspectives on the HSCL policy and 

its stakeholders within different contexts (Merriam and Grenier, 2019; Creswell 

and Poth, 2017; Yin, 2014, 2018; Bryman, 2015; Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). 
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Early school leaving is defined as a complex phenomenon (Downes, 2014) that 

directly links to Yin’s (2014) definition of a case study, that is, a flexible 

methodology that explores complex problems through an “empirical inquiry that 

investigates a phenomenon within its real-life context” (p. 5). Yin (2014) further 

explains that “[s]ubunits of analyses may be incorporated within the single-case 

study, thereby creating a more complex (or embedded) design. The subunits can 

often add significant opportunities for extensive analysis, enhancing the insights 

into the single-case” (p. 54).   

Given the different contexts of this study, it was thought appropriate to develop a 

case study with three phases of analysis, as shown in Figure 4.2, all linked to the 

research questions. The third phase of analysis was developed after the start of 

this study due to the impact of the worldwide pandemic which occurred during 

data collection of this case study.  

 

Figure 4.2 Research Design: A qualitative case study 

The HSCL Case  

MRQ: What are the policy recommendations to develop an equity-
based SBAF opportunity that addresses inequalities experienced by 

disadvantaged students at risk of ELET? 

Phase 1: 

Experiencing family 
disadvantage through the 

HSCL within the Irish 
Educational Context before 

the pandemic 

How does the HSCL (home-
school community liaison) 
policy in Ireland support a 

whole-school approach 
that minimises educational 
disadvantage by supporting 

disadvantaged families? 

Phase 2: 

Experiencing family 
disadvantage without the 
HSCL within the Maltese 

Educational Context before 
the pandemic 

How does the HSCL (home-
school community liaison) 
policy in Ireland support a 

whole-school approach that 
minimises educational 

disadvantage by supporting 
disadvantaged families? 

Phase 3: 

Experiencing family 
disadvantage with or without 
the HSCL within the Irish and 
Maltese Educational Contexts 

after the start of the 
pandemic 

What contextual challenges 
and opportunities can be 

identified for the applicability 
and transferability of HSCL in 

Malta from lessons learnt 
during and after COVID-19? 
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The case will therefore be the HSCL (or lack thereof), and the phases of analysis 

are the different stakeholders experiencing it (or not) and the impact, if any, on 

students at risk of ELET hailing from disadvantaged families. Although studies 

using qualitative case studies and multiple phases of analysis within the field of 

ELET are limited, Karacabey and Boyacı (2019) have conducted research on 

school dropouts in Turkey using a single case, but with students from different 

phases of analysis.  

  Participants and Sampling  

Given the specific focus of ELET and the main risk factor of family disadvantage, 

purposive sampling as opposed to random sampling was selected to target 

specific communities that might experience financial or social disadvantage. 

Purposive sampling is used when selected individuals and documents in the case 

are deliberately chosen by the researcher using the criterion that they carry 

valuable critical data in the case (Bryman, 2015; Denscombe, 2007). Due to the 

different contexts, purposive sampling was adopted in each unit of analysis.  

During the first phase of analysis, occurring before the onset of the pandemic 

globally, participants were selected from the Irish context, while in the second 

phase of analysis, participants were selected from the Maltese context. A third 

phase of analysis was developed following the outbreak of the pandemic, and 

participants were selected from the first and second phases of analysis. The third 

phase of analysis allowed for a more in-depth and broader perception of the 

experiences and challenges faced by both cultural contexts before, during, and 

after the pandemic.  

This case study presented a sharp educational contrast between the two 

contexts. While some schools in Ireland are rated as disadvantaged according to 

their geographical position and academic scores, and consequently, receive 

more support (e.g., more human resources and more funding), in Malta, there is 

no relevant scheme, and all schools are considered on an equal level, 

irrespective of these factors. It was consequently more transparent to identify 

participants for the first unit of analysis in relation to this study’s aims and 

objectives.  
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In total, forty individuals participated in this study. In the first phase of analysis 

(the Irish context), two primary and two post-primary schools were identified from 

the ones listed as DEIS schools by the Irish Department of Education and Skills. 

All participants, that is, teachers, HSCL coordinators, and parents, were linked to 

these schools, and hence, they were identified as parents experiencing 

disadvantage or educators working in disadvantaged areas. With regards to the 

second unit of analysis, participants were selected according to criteria related to 

educational disadvantage and ELET risk factors. The main criteria used were low 

national benchmark scores, which highlighted geographical locations of schools, 

and a high number of migrants or minorities in the schools. Using these criteria 

helped to eliminate any cultural bias as similar criteria are used to identify DEIS 

schools in Ireland as parents experiencing disadvantage and educators working 

in disadvantaged areas were identified within the Maltese context.  

Figure 4.3 outlines the selected participants in all phases of analysis, and gives 

a brief overview of the methods used, which will be discussed next.  
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Figure 4.3 Selected Participants  

 Data Collection Methods  

In total, sixty interviews were conducted in all phases. Four observations of 

training sessions for HSCL coordinators, teachers, and parents were carried out, 

two during the first unit of analysis and two during the second unit of analysis. 

Working documents provided by participants were analysed together with four 

The HSCL Case: Selected Participants 

MRQ: What are the policy recommendations to develop an equity-based opportunity that 
addresses inequalities experienced by disadvantaged students at risk of ELET? 

Phase 1: 

Experiencing family 
disadvantage through the HSCL 

within the Irish Educational 
Context before the pandemic 

20 Participants: 

Semi-Structured Interviews: 

4 HSCL coordinators (HSCLI), 

4 teachers (TI), 

2 SMT (SMTI), 

8 parents (PI), 

2 policymakers (SMTI)

-------

Documents: HSCL policy, DEIS 
policy, working documents 

Observations: 2 training 
sessions (1 educators, 1 

parents) 

Phase 2: 

Experiencing family 
disadvantage without the HSCL 
within the Maltese Educational 
Context before the pandemic 

20 Participants: 

20 Semi-Structured Interviews:  

4 support teachers (TM),

4 teachers (TM), 

2 SMT (SMTM), 

8 parents (PM),

2 policymakers (SMTM)

-------

Documents: ESL/ELET policy, 
EU documents on ESL, working 

documents 

Observations: 2 training 
sessions (1 educators, 1 

parents) 

Phase 3: 

Experiencing family 
disadvantage with or without 
the HSCL within the Irish and 
Maltese Educational Contexts 

after the start of the pandemic 

20 Participants: 

Semi-Structured Interviews: 

5 educators (phase1),

5 parents (phase 1),

5 educators (phase 2), 

5 parents (phase 2)

--------
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main policy documents identified related to ELET and the HSCL. Following are 

more specific details of the methods and profiles for this study.  

 Semi-Structured Interviews  

The qualitative approach allows for structured or non-structured interviews 

(Bryman, 2015; Cohen et al., 2018; Denscombe, 2007). Given the aim of this 

study, semi-structured interviews were considered as the most appropriate tool 

as they allow for more personal data gathering due to their open-ended nature, 

as opposed to structured interviews, while allowing for a certain degree of 

consistency and control during the interviews (Denscombe, 2007). This 

supported the flexibility during the interview to change the order of questions with 

some participants as necessary, but also to analyse data due to the structure of 

the questions. The semi-structured interview questions were designed using the 

theoretical framework discussed in the previous chapter, and were linked to the 

research questions.  

All interviews were conducted between January 2020 and January 2021. Initially, 

the interview questions were designed for face-to-face interviews, but in the 

middle of the data collection phase, the situation arising from the pandemic 

necessitated that most interviews had to be conducted online. The questions 

were thus revised to reflect the unpredicted COVID-19 pandemic. The initial 

semi-structured interviews had been carried out face-to-face, but school 

closures, strict restrictions, and partial or complete lockdowns in both countries 

during part of the second phase of analysis and all the third phase of analysis did 

not allow for personal contact that is typical in qualitative face-to-face interviews 

(Merriam and Grenier, 2019; Bryman, 2015). 

Similar to Deakin and Wakefield (2014), the use of online interviews was not in 

any way done “to replicate the face-to-face interview, it was more to provide an 

opportunity to talk to otherwise inaccessible participants” (p. 606). The chosen 

software was Skype since it is a free downloadable software, and is a recognised 

tool within different contexts that allows for video-calling. It has also been 

employed and discussed by a number of researchers (Weinmann et al., 2012; 

Deakin and Wakefield, 2014) as an online interview tool. The reason I chose to 
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use a video-calling tool, rather than carry out interviews over the phone, was 

because it gave me the option to see the participants in real time and engage 

with them virtually (Furey, 2019; Deakin and Wakefield, 2014).  

During the third phase of analysis, all participants were reluctant to meet face-to-

face, even following the end of lockdown, due to COVID-19 threats; however, 

they felt at ease sharing information via Skype. Creswell and Poth (2017) suggest 

that respondent reluctance is a well-known fact in interview studies, but in this 

scenario, it was even more understandable. Therefore, I decided to carry out all 

interviews via Skype for the last phase in order to minimise reluctance (Sturges 

and Hanrahan, 2004).  

4.4.1.1 Interview Procedure  

Participant information sheets and consent forms (Appendix B) were all sent via 

email prior to each interview in all phases. Interviews were conducted on a one-

to-one basis. Those conducted before the outbreak of COVID-19 were held at 

the chosen place and/or time according to each participant’s preference. For the 

first phase of analysis, before the pandemic, all interviews took place in Ireland 

(January-March 2020). Contact was established with the Irish Department of 

Education and Skills, and all participants were selected according to their 

participation in disadvantaged schools as the HSCL programme is offered only 

in disadvantaged schools. Each interview was subsequently held in the schools. 

Parents in the first phase of analysis also chose to have their interviews at school.  

In the second phase, following contact and approval from the research 

department of the Ministry for Education (April-August 2020), interviews were 

carried out both face-to-face and via Skype video calls, according to the 

participants’ request and availability. All interviews had been agreed to prior to 

the school lockdown, and given the tension that ensued due to the pandemic, I 

gave time to all participants to reach out themselves before proceeding with the 

interviews. Following the school lockdown in both Malta and Ireland, I realised 

that more findings were emerging on pandemic changes within educational 

systems, hence the development of another unit of analysis.  



 

75 

All interviews in the third phase (September 2020-January 2021) were conducted 

via Skype. Participants from Ireland and Malta from the first and second phases 

were invited for a second interview. All interviews were audio-recorded and 

subsequently transcribed. Field notes were also taken during all interviews.  

4.4.1.2 Reflexivity Process: Power Relations within Diverse Contexts  

Semi-structured interviews and their validity can be impacted by diverse factors 

that also includes the social status of participants (Cohen et al., 2018; 

Denscombe, 2007). Although such influence cannot be avoided because of the 

nature of interviews as a qualitative tool (Merriam and Grenier, 2019; Bryman, 

2015), I tried to use reflexivity as to how these factors might bias the data. Given 

my relativist ontological approach, I tried to be aware of my own assumptions, 

values, background and experiences which might be part of the ‘interviewer 

effect’ (Denscombe, 2007). The way participants perceive the interviewer and the 

interviewer’s relationship with the context can therefore be said to impact the data 

(Denscombe, 2007). Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2006) recommend ‘reflexivity’ as a 

tool to address this issue, which I implemented throughout this research process.  

‘Reflexivity’ as a tool (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2006, p.141), was particularly 

essential because of two main factors. The first being both an insider and outsider 

researcher given that part of the interviews took place within a diverse context 

than my own (Borrill, Lorenz, and Abbasnejad, 2012). The second because of an 

issue of power (Kvale, 2006; Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009) between me and a 

number of participants being that I am considered a white middle class privileged 

women having no children of my own, as opposed to interviewed parents who 

were considered as underprivileged persons with diverse backgrounds.  

There are advantages and disadvantages in being an insider and outsider when 

being a researcher (Borrill, Lorenz, and Abbasnejad, 2012). As an outsider, within 

the Irish context, it was not easy to gain access to participants. Participants were 

consequently selected by the schools. This might have had an impact on data 

collected given that I had no way of knowing if other parents with diverse views 

might have been selected had the school not selected these participants. In order 
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to mitigate this, I increased the number of participants and did not ask for any 

specific criteria in selecting parents except for them having children being in 

disadvantaged schools. This allowed for multiple perceptions of participants 

experiencing diverse types of disadvantage and given the nature of semi-

structured interviews I allocated sufficient time for open-ended questions in order 

for participants to feel free to share any other factors that I might not have taken 

into consideration. Another way of limiting this effect was by participants being 

from diverse schools which helped in developing a better understanding due to 

diverse experiences parents might have in different schools.  

As an outsider, within the Irish context, I might have also been in a less position 

of strength as compared to that of the Maltese context because of cultural 

differences and relevance. However, given my field of work, I had many 

opportunities during these last ten years to visit the Irish educational context and 

also to work with Irish colleagues. This has helped me to be familiar with school 

processes in Ireland and any cultural bias I might have. On the other hand, within 

the Maltese context, as an insider, I was aware of the issue of being able or not 

to detach myself from work related assumptions and the parents’ and educators’ 

own assumptions. This is why reflexivity was essential in being able to offer a 

neutral and distinct narrative of findings by adopting a critical self-evaluation of 

my positionality during the whole research process. Similarly to the Irish context, 

participants were selected from diverse schools in order to obtain richer insights 

into the phenomenon being explored (Rubin and Rubin, 2012).  

Within both contexts, I hailed from a diverse background other than that of the 

participants, due to me being a middle-aged educated woman with no kids. I 

addressed this issue, firstly, by accentuating my commonalities with the 

participants of my research.  Casual dressing, a genuine respect and interest 

shown in their conversations as well as including my own genuine care of my 

nephew in conversations when asked if I had children myself, and by allowing all 

participants to select the most suitable date and venue for them, helped 

overcome some issues related to the power relations within the diverse contexts. 

The reflexive process of my way of expression in relation to my field experience 

and the pilot interviews helped in the way and type of questions I posed. 
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Fortunately, within both contexts I did not face any type of hostility but was 

encountered with parents that were willing to share their experience in relation to 

the HSCL, schools and their children. I believe that in part this was due to the 

reflexive process I engaged in, but could also be because of the participants 

being selected by the school and whom the schools knew might be willing to 

share their experiences as opposed to others who might not be.  

 Observations   

Four semi-structured non-participant observations of training sessions for 

parents and teachers were carried out in the first two phases between February  

and November 2020. Participant and non-participant observations have been 

used in educational research particularly by educators within their work settings 

to study their students’ needs, for peer observation, or for evaluative practices 

(Merriam and Grenier, 2019; Bryman, 2015). The main aim of this study’s 

observation sessions was to observe the purpose of training programmes 

targeting parental engagement (both for parents and teachers) and to understand 

better the training component within the HSCL programme that highlights 

parental engagement through agency and capability development to target 

inequalities. Observation forms (including note taking) were used, and can be 

found in Appendix C.  

In the first phase, a day training for newly appointed HSCL coordinators was 

observed as well as a day training for parents in disadvantaged schools to 

engage them in using the library. Both these sessions were non-participant 

observations. Observations offer a direct view of information, and can be used 

for triangulation with information collected from interviews (Bryman, 2015). Non-

participant observations, as opposed to participant observations, involve 

observing participants without actively participating. Observations were however 

carried out prior to interviews in order to ask any emerging questions (Merriam 

and Grenier, 2019; Bryman, 2015).  

I decided to observe training sessions for educators in order to gather data on 

the main aims of the HSCL programme and the main role of the HSCL 

coordinator. Given that the main aim of this study is to develop policy 
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recommendations, observing the training session for newly appointed HSCL 

coordinators yielded essential data on the specific role of this programme and its 

relation to policy, inclusion, and equity. In contrast to this, I selected a training 

session for teachers in Malta on developing collaboration with parents. Since 

there are no HSCL coordinators in Malta, this training is carried out on a voluntary 

basis and it is open to all educators.  

One of the main components of the HSCL is to offer training sessions to parents. 

I therefore decided to select a training session on literacy since a number of 

training sessions for parents on literacy have been provided locally. The one 

carried out in the first phase was a training session for parents on the use of the 

library for their children and storytelling. Similarly, the one carried out in the 

second phase was in a local library, whose main purpose was to encourage 

storytelling.  

Although observations were non-participatory, I managed to ask any emerging 

questions to participants during interviews in relation to training and field notes. I 

acknowledge that these observations did not capture everything, and the 

observer’s effect might have an impact on the sessions (Denscombe, 2007), 

which is a major limitation of observations as a research method. Nonetheless, 

they have supported transparency during interviews, particularly since any 

emerging field notes that might have been misunderstood were discussed with 

multiple participants during interviews.  

 Document Analysis   

Document analysis as an approach is recommended in qualitative studies. For 

example, Bryman (2015) suggests that analysing documents can bring multiple 

advantages to the qualitative research study. Documents can be a unique source 

of information about issues that cannot be readily addressed through other 

methods as they can be a tool for the validity of information deriving from other 

methods, while also contributing to a different level of analysis from other 

methods. 

The selected documents were chosen according to two main criteria:  
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1. National documents and/or policies that target ELET or the HSCL, and  

2. National documents and/or policies that aim to target school retention.  

Four main sources were selected as I believed that a major focus on the topic 

was needed in order to use this data as triangulation preceding and following 

interviews. Table 4.1 lists the official documents used for this method. Apart from 

official documents, working documents were collected following interviews in 

both the first phase and second phase. These documents included mainly 

information about training sessions (both for teachers and parents), work 

preparation for educators within both contexts, and data collection on students at 

risk and their parents.  

Phase 1  Phase 2 

DEIS Policy Plan 2017-2019 (DEIS, 

2017) 

Early School Leaving Policy (MFED, 

2015) 

 

The HSCL strategy (DEIS, 2014) and 

working documents (plans for 

coordinators, educators, and parents) 

mainly found here:  

https://www.tusla.ie/tess/  

Early Leaving from Education and 

Training Policy (Spiteri and Farrugia, 

2021)  

Table 4.1 Selected Documents 

 Ethical Considerations  

Ethical considerations were deemed highly pivotal in this study, particularly since 

I was involving participants who directly or indirectly experienced disadvantaged 

situations both in education and other social areas. As a starting point, data 

collection tools together with an ethics application were submitted for ethical 

review at Lancaster University. Following approval, I needed to follow two 
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different ethical procedures since I was dealing with participants from two 

different countries.  

For participants within the Irish context, I contacted the Irish Department for 

Education and Skills. Ethical clearance was given for teachers, parents, and 

policymakers. I consequently made contact with the department of the HSCL 

programme, and they identified disadvantaged schools where I could select 

participants. I made contact with participants prior to each visit by emailing them 

the information sheet and consent form, which I also discussed before each 

interview. All interviews were conducted at the venue selected by participants, 

including the date and time of meetings.  

For participants within the Maltese context, I contacted the Research Department 

at the Ministry for Education that gave ethical approval to make contact with 

teachers, parents, and policymakers. Due to the pandemic, all contact was made 

through phone calls and emails. All information sheets and consent forms were 

sent through either emails or post, depending on the participants’ preference.  

The information sheet stated that data would be password stored and used only 

by me as the researcher for this particular study. The confidentiality of all 

participants was guaranteed, and the names of all participants were omitted and 

replaced with pseudonyms thereby ensuring that sensitive information was 

protected, while safeguarding the identities of educators and families. Voice 

recordings were undertaken only following each participant’s consent, and 

deleted after each transcription. All ethical considerations were taken during data 

collection and analysis. The data analysis processes will be explained next.  

 Qualitative Data Analysis  

Qualitative data analysis is an ongoing process of deriving meaning during data 

collection and after, rather than a set period of time following data collection 

(Guba and Lincoln, 1998). In order to facilitate this, thematic analysis (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006) was used for the interpretation of data thereby providing an in-

depth picture of the full set of qualitative data. Through thematic coding, I 

recorded and identified key phrases extracted from the interviews, observations, 
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and documents which were linked to common themes emerging from the 

research questions and from the collected data. A thematic framework was 

established by listing different categories (Gibbs, 2007). These were not 

predetermined, but were rather data driven. Semi-structured interviews helped to 

generate sub-themes as participants spoke about topics which were not 

specifically asked, but were related to this research study.  

In order to manage and store interview data, all transcriptions were uploaded into 

NVivo 11, a software programme that provides a feasible means of storing and 

ordering data. Bryman (2015) explains that the use of qualitative software 

analysis applications supports the identification of codes through a more feasible 

approach. Creswell and Creswell (2018) explain that the utilisation of software 

can support data management in generating codes, which is a subjective and 

interpretive approach undertaken in qualitative research.  

The process of thematic analysis starts when the researcher notices and looks 

for patterns of meaning and interest linked to the research topic and questions. 

Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013, 2018) provide a detailed six-stage guide on how 

to carry out thematic analysis. Using Braun and Clarke’s stages, I tried to limit 

subjectivity, which is a natural process in qualitative data analysis. Initial coding 

not only allowed me to develop themes but was also an integral part of my own 

reflexive process as a researcher in relation to data gathering and analysis 

(Thornberg and Charmaz, 2013). This has been very helpful given that during 

this research I was both viewed as an insider as well as an outsider, which as 

discussed before could have an impact on data collection and analysis. Despite 

being different stages, Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013, 2018) state that this is not 

a linear process, but rather an iterative one, where one should look back at the 

previous stages and review the data. Figure 4.4 below outlines all the six phases 

in relation to this study. Appendix D is the final thematic web that emerged from 

data analysis.  
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Figure 4.4 Braun and Clarke’s (2006, p. 87) Phases of Thematic Analysis applied in this 

study 
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 Validity and Reliability of Data  

Data triangulation was carried out through interviews, observations, and 

document analysis within the different contexts thereby ensuring validity and 

reliability of data. This allowed for the use of multiple data sources in qualitative 

research in order to develop a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon 

being observed (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Bryman, 2015). Findings were 

compared from the different sources and within the different phases. Such 

measures are consistent with Creswell and Creswell (2018) and Bryman (2015), 

who emphasise the importance of adopting at least two strategies to ensure that 

the narrative designed provides meaningful and useful data that is reliable and 

valid. Having multiple sources has also ensured a continuous reflexive process 

in order to be able to gather data in diverse ways and ensure validity and reliability 

(Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2006).  

 Limitations  

A main limitation in this study is that some of the HSCL’s components changed 

suddenly because of the pandemic. For example, at the beginning of data 

collection, one of the main roles of the HSCL coordinator was to carry out regular 

home visits in order to keep active communication with families. This changed in 

the middle of this study, thus having a major impact on analysis and findings. In 

order to mitigate this limitation, a third phase was developed. Due to travel 

restrictions and the cancellation of school visits, I carried out interviews through 

online video calls, mainly Skype, thereby minimising any limitations brought 

about by the pandemic. While maintaining ethical considerations, I also sought 

to provide a detailed description of findings in order to support the reader’s own 

analysis in evaluating the data gathered and conclusions presented (Cohen et 

al., 2018).  
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 Exploring the Capability to Be Educated in relation 
to ELET: Conversion Factors and Implications 

 Introduction 

This chapter first attempts to innovatively analyse ELET under the SBAF (Sen-

Bourdieu Analytical Framework) lens within what I defined as the capability to be 

educated in relation to ELET. In order to do so, it first explores the capability of 

being educated in relation to ELET, and the emerging limiting factors, 

functionings, capabilities, and conversion factors of this capability. Using Sen’s 

CA and Bourdieu’s notions, the chapter discusses the unjust implications for 

students hailing from disadvantaged families within both the Maltese and Irish 

contexts. It is therefore argued that children’s agency within the capability of 

being educated in relation to ELET can be impacted by limited parental agency 

and engagement due to lack of capital and capabilities, and diverse habitus and 

fields. Although the emerging implications were similar in both contexts, this 

study does not attempt to compare or contrast these two contexts, but rather to 

learn and provide recommendations for policy borrowing or otherwise (Verger et 

al., 2018; Zajda, 2015; Phillips, 2015; Sabatier, 2005; Spillane et al., 2002) of the 

Irish HSCL policy, as a strategy to target ELET.  

The issue of children being free to decide what they consider of most value is an 

open debate. Sen (2007) considers this as the “special problem…since they do 

not, frequently enough, take their own decisions… [thus, posing the questions] 

…can children really take these decisions? But is that the right question?” (p. 9). 

This chapter does not focus on ongoing discussions of children’s rights to be free 

to decide or not (Hart and Brando, 2018), but instead takes the stance of a 

growing body of literature (Biggeri et al., 2011; Brando, 2020; Hart et al., 2014; 

Lessmann, Otto and Ziegler, 2011; Schiller and Einarsdottir, 2009) that portrays 

children as “capable social actors in certain fundamental aspects of their life” 

(Hart and Brando, 2018, p. 295). It is also within this stance of recognising 

children as capable social actors that this chapter contributes to literature by 

presenting the unjust case of disadvantaged children in relation to ELET, thus 

posing the following question: How can family disadvantage increase educational 
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inequalities by limiting parental agency, hence impacting the children’s capability 

to be educated in relation to ELET?  

Given that the HSCL case targets mainly parental support, I will do so through 

the voices of disadvantaged parents and educators working in disadvantaged 

areas within both the Irish and Maltese contexts. In the first part of the chapter, I 

will therefore present and discuss findings of what might limit children’s agency 

(particularly those hailing from a disadvantaged background) in developing the 

capability to be educated in relation to ELET within the Maltese and Irish 

contexts.  

 The Capability to Be Educated in relation to ELET  

Sen’s CA in relation to social justice and equity invites us to reflect on criteria to 

evaluate disadvantage by posing the question, ‘equality of what?’ (Sen, 1980). 

The CA took an innovative approach to measuring wellbeing and equality as it 

was not limited to financial capital, but to what Sen (1999) defines as ‘conversion 

factors’ which, according to Sen (1999), are the diverse personal and social 

situations that limit or enable opportunities. Sen (1999) has developed the 

concepts of ‘capabilities’ – ‘beings’ (a person’s freedom and real opportunities) 

and ‘functionings’ – ‘doings’ (a person’s achievements) in order to evaluate 

situations of equality (or not) which do not use financial capital alone as a 

conversion factor. In relation to educational inequalities, Sen (1992) initially 

defined the capability to be educated as a ‘basic capability’, that is, it corresponds 

to “certain elementary and crucially important functionings” (Sen, 1992, p. 45). It 

has more recently been argued that the term ‘basic capabilities’, such as the 

capability to be educated, is more used in analyses of cases of extreme poverty 

(Robeyns, 2017). This study refers to the term ‘education as a capability in 

relation to ELET’ within policy measures evaluation and development within the 

context of ELET strategic actions.  

Education theorists (Walker and Unterhalter, 2007) have developed the concept 

of the ‘capability to be educated’ and its implications for educational inequalities. 

Terzi (2007) states that education is essential within a just society because: 
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First, that absence or lack of opportunities to be educated would 
essentially harm or substantially disadvantage the individual. 
Education thus conceived responds to a person’s basic need to be 
educated. Second, since the capability to be educated plays a 
substantial role in the expansion of other capabilities as well as future 
ones, it can be considered fundamental and foundational to different 
capabilities, and hence inherent to the very possibility of leading a 
good life. (p. 30) 

The capability to be educated therefore implies that education is an essential 

capability that impacts other freedoms or opportunities, placing an individual in 

present or future disadvantage (Walker and Unterhalter, 2007). Walker and 

Unterhalter (2007) emphasise the importance of distinguishing between the 

difference of each individual’s functioning and the capability of achieving it. In 

relation to ELET, this implies that the capability of being educated implies not 

only having access to free education in order to successfully complete 

compulsory education, but also having the freedom and opportunity to do so 

(Robeyns, 2017; Walker, 2019).  

In this regard, I argue that policy evaluations should not simply focus on how 

many students attend school or not, or how many students complete compulsory 

education with a successful certificate, but rather on the capabilities, 

functionings, and conversion factors that lead to it. This, I argue, calls for an 

analysis of the real opportunities being offered to disadvantaged children in 

relation to their agency and ELET which would lead to more socially just and 

equitable opportunities. Take Ami’s extract below, a primary class teacher in 

Malta: 

Reading is very important. Children with literacy difficulties need 
support not only in school, but also at home.  

R: What do you mean?  

We have reading programmes in class for children with difficulties, but 
time is not sufficient at school. When parents do not follow the 
programme with us, it doesn’t have the same outcome. Whilst a 
student might still do well without support at home, it is easy to spot 
the ones that do have support at home as they do better and feel more 
empowered.  

R: What if a student does not want to read?  
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Do you mean a student that does not want to learn to read?  

R: Yes. For example, a student that is reluctant to learn to read even 
at home.  

Well, a student that does not want to read and is encouraged to read 
at home is still better off than a student who does not want to read and 

is not encouraged to do so at home. (Ami, TM
2
)  

The above extract implies that a student who has reading difficulties, for example 

(that is considered one of the essential outcomes in completing compulsory 

education), and a lack of support from school or home, might be at a 

disadvantage than those who receive it. A student who, on the other hand, does 

not have reading difficulties, but does not want to read, yet has the opportunity 

to do so at school and at home, has still an advantage over a student who does 

not want to read and has no support at school or at home. This was the general 

view of most teachers in this study on school achievement (or not), which can 

also be seen in Riona’s extract below:  

Most students that lack support at home tend to have difficulties at 
school.  

R: So, you think school support is not sufficient?  

Definitely not. School support is important, but parents should be 
helping too, especially when students are having some difficulty in 
school. (Riona, TI)  

I thus argue that, analysing ELET from an outcome-based approach, such as 

compulsory schooling certification, is limited as it does not include the student’s 

choice and agency, nor any of the conversion factors acting on them. I also argue 

that this is similar to how ELET is defined and assessed, that is, a number of 

outcomes in summative assessments in order to achieve an upper secondary 

                                            

2 TM (Teacher Malta), TI (Teacher Ireland), PM (Parent Malta), PI (Parent Ireland), SMTM 
(Senior Management Team/Policy Makers Malta), SMTI (Senior Management Team/Policy 
Makers Ireland), HSCLI (HSCL coordinators in Ireland)  



 

88 

level certificate (Van Praag et al., 2018) which does not take into account real 

freedoms and opportunities (Sen, 2009).  

For Sen (2009), freedom means that both the “process aspect” and “opportunity 

aspect” (pp. 228-230) are essential factors for social agents. This implies that, in 

order for education to offer real opportunities of equality, the process or 

conditions of how a student takes the decisions and chooses are essential. In the 

case of the capability to be educated in relation to ELET, it means that the 

students’ process aspect does not involve only themselves at school, but also 

themselves at home. Any real opportunity offered at school might be impacted 

by their parents’ values and real opportunities they have at home. A student can 

then be limited in being a social agent because the process is impacted by their 

parents’ freedom. Consider this observation by a class teacher:  

Well, not all have the same opportunities, but it is not always an issue 
within the school. For example, this year, I have a student (Mark), who 
was really doing well in accounting. We often spoke about his desire 
to follow that career path. He comes from a family of farmers, but he 
would like to follow a different path. There were no real issues in 
school, but Mark started being absent from school quite often. It turned 
out that his dad needed help, so he was staying home to help him. 
(Alannah, TI)  

Mark, a thirteen-year-old student who is capable of taking a decision to follow a 

career in accounts and has a capability set of skills that could lead him to 

academic success in this school path (achieve the functioning), is being limited 

by his home background. His father works in the fields and does not value the 

educational system as he was successful in his life by working in the fields 

without any schooling. Mark’s decision to pursue a career in accounting might be 

impacted by the father’s request to help him in the fields, rather than furthering 

his studies, which could impact his functionings and, in turn, his agency and 

freedom.  

Although Mark can be a capable social actor, he decides to help his father in the 

fields and starts to skip school, which leads to chronic absenteeism, one of the 

biggest markers of ELET (Badameci et al., 2020; Borg et al., 2015; Downes, 

2013; Van Praag et al., 2018). Similarly, documents analysed (DEIS, 2014, 2017; 
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MFED, 2015; Spiteri and Farrugia, 2021) and interviewed policy makers, point 

out that there are a number of indicators, which are also referred to in this study 

as limiting factors, that impact the chance of a student succeeding at school or 

not, including absenteeism. Findings from class teachers interviewed in this 

study also indicate that a number of ELET indicators can be developed or 

impacted according to family agency, hence parents’ decisions, and the diverse 

fields of school and home experienced by students. Figure 5.1 highlights the main 

ELET risk indicators that emerged from this study linked to family background. 

This table demonstrates that a number of ELET indicators highlighted in two main 

policies that tackle ELET in Malta and Ireland suggest that these functionings 

(absenteeism, educational wellbeing, and academic achievement) need to be 

addressed holistically. However, these indicators were strikingly perceived by 

teachers in this study as solely emerging from a lack of parental engagement, as 

shown in the below extracts in Figure 5.1.  

It can therefore be argued that, in the case of the capability to be educated in 

relation to ELET, absenteeism, academic achievement, and educational 

wellbeing have emerged within the Irish and Maltese contexts, as the three main 

limiting factors that are impacted not only by children’s agency, but also by 

parental agency. This implies that parental engagement and educator 

engagement are essential factors that impact the children’s agency in being 

educated in relation to ELET. The following sections give more detailed accounts 

of how parental and educator engagement act as conversion factors and impact 

the children’s capability to be educated in relation to ELET before and after the 

onset of COVID-19. Findings strongly suggest that both conversion factors 

impact the children’s agency within this capability.  
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Figure 5.1 Family Disadvantage and ELET Indicators: Policy vs Perceptions 
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 Absenteeism and Conversion Factors   

In the case of absenteeism (excused or unexcused absences from compulsory 

schooling), it is considered worldwide as a serious issue with regards to ELET 

that needs to be addressed by educational systems (Cabus and Witte, 2015; 

Ockert, 2021; Sahin et al., 2016; Turkatti et al., 2020). Take Kate’s case below:  

Carl didn’t miss school. Ian did. He wanted to go to school. He thought 
online school was boring. Carl was fine.  

R: Were they both happy to go back to school when it opened?  

I didn’t send them. I was scared of COVID. I kept them home with me. 
It was okay not to send them.  

R: Were you worried about them not going to school?  

I did think about it, but I thought it was best to stay home. They were 
safe at home.  

R: Did you discuss this decision with them?  

In what sense?  

R: Did you decide with them to not go back to school when it opened?  

Not really, no. They just thought school was online work, and that’s it. 
I wanted to wait till it was safe. (Kate, PM)  

Looking at Kate’s extract above, it emerges that Ian and Carl, both in primary 

education, were absent from school the whole year. COVID-19 has increased the 

absenteeism rate worldwide, including that in Malta and Ireland (Busuttil and 

Farrugia, 2020; Ross et al., 2021; Vassallo et al., 2021). When students are 

absent from school frequently, or for a long period of time, it can limit their 

opportunity to successfully complete compulsory education (Eivers, 2019; 

MFED, 2020). Although Carl and Ian have different preferences about schooling, 

their parents’ engagement, or in this case, non-engagement with schooling has 

increased their ELET risk. While arguing that absenteeism is not solely limited to 

parental engagement, parents’ influence in attending school for Carl and Ian 

emerges as a primary factor, not respecting their choice or freedom. 
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Absenteeism and the parent’s essential role were also evident before COVID-19. 

An example of this is Sinead’s extract below:  

R: Do you send your child to school regularly?  

Yes, I do, but if he doesn’t want to go, I don’t argue too much. I don’t 
always have the energy to fight with him. He doesn’t like school much. 
He’s a grown-up boy now.  

R: Do you get worried when he’s absent from school? Like, he won’t 
catch up, or he’ll miss important things from school?  

Sometimes. (Pause) But it’s not like I can force him. If he doesn’t want 
to learn, there’s not much I can do alone about it. (Sinead, PI)  

COVID-19 has therefore impacted negatively absenteeism rates worldwide. 

Attending school has been seen as a priority throughout EU policies for the 

prevention of ELET (Van Praag et al., 2018) which, however, within a CA 

framework regarding access to school, simply attending is insufficient for social 

justice. This is also reflected in documentation that discusses how students who 

are present at school and complete it do not necessarily achieve certification. 

While attending school is insufficient to have the capability and functioning to be 

educated, not attending limits chances and opportunities. UNESCO’s fact sheet 

(2017) states that:  

More than 617 million children and adolescents are not achieving 
minimum proficiency levels (MPLs) in reading and mathematics, 
according to new estimates from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
(UIS). This is the equivalent of three times the population of Brazil 
being unable to read or undertake basic mathematics with proficiency. 
The new data signal a tremendous waste of human potential that could 
threaten progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). Many of the global goals depend on the achievement of SDG 
4, which demands an inclusive and equitable quality education and 
the promotion of ‘lifelong learning opportunities for all’. In particular, 
Target 4.1 demands that all children complete primary and secondary 
education of sufficient quality to ensure that they have ‘relevant and 
effective learning outcomes’. (p. 1) 

Educators such as class teachers and school management teams have a primary 

role in encouraging students to attend school and parents to send them. Strikingly 

though, most educators in this study felt that absenteeism was mainly an issue 
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that pertained to parents’ responsibility, also discussed in Figure 5.1.  Below are 

some extracts from interviews with class teachers within both contexts who all 

share the same perception:  

R: Why do you think some children are often absent from school?  

There are various reasons, but mostly, we lack the back-up from 
home. (Finnuala, TI) 

During COVID, when school was online, we had a lot of students that 
were absent. Some parents are just not interested. (Alannah, TI)  

They have all the support, but some parents just choose not to send 
them. (Aignéis, TI) 

Sometimes, parents are having difficulties at home, and instead of 
asking for help, just avoid school. (Juliana, TM)  

I think, sometimes, it is just an excuse. It is not fair on the kids. 
(Jeannine, TM)  

Some parents think it’s fine to skip school. They don’t see the 
importance of sending them regularly. (Eleanora, TM)  

This contradicts policy incentives that prioritise tackling absenteeism at school 

level (Figure 5.1). Policies on ELET and disadvantaged students, however, all 

promote strategic actions that address absenteeism in schools, and indicate that 

educators and school stakeholders should prioritise this. Similarly, findings from 

interviews with SMT demonstrate that educators in senior positions were more 

aware of this, and shared concrete measures of trying to adopt a way of 

decreasing absenteeism in their school. Below are some interview excerpts 

where SMTs gave a different perspective in their replies to the same question 

asked to class teachers:  

R: Why do you think some children are often absent from school?  

I wouldn’t say there is one reason. At school, we try to implement a 
positive approach to this and reward school attendance rather than 
absenteeism. But we’re aware of the consequences of not attending 
school, so we alert the systems when needed. (SMTI)  

https://www.behindthename.com/name/finnuala
https://www.behindthename.com/name/alannah
https://www.behindthename.com/name/aigne10is
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It could be for different reasons. We try to call home first. If we get no 
answer or it repeats itself, we alert the Principal first and then social 
welfare. (SMTM)  

It is therefore evident that, in the case of absenteeism, that is, achieving the 

functioning of attending school, it does not solely depend on the children’s own 

agency. Findings within both contexts indicate that parental engagement 

(support at home) and educator engagement (support at school) are main 

conversion factors that might not always be taken into consideration. From a CA 

perspective, a student can be capable of attending school, but is limited by the 

parents’ role in supporting school attendance. Similarly, the educators’ reaction 

to students attending or not can increase or decrease the risk of ELET. While 

acknowledging that attending school also depends on the students’ own agency 

which, in this case, implies if they wish to attend school or not, the conversion 

factors of parental engagement and educator engagement have a strong impact 

on the students’ capability of education in relation to ELET.  

  Academic Achievement and Conversion Factors   

Academic achievement, another ELET risk indicator (Eivers, 2019; Spiteri, 2020; 

MFED, 2020), is directly linked to the students’ capability of successfully 

completing compulsory schooling. Within an ELET perspective, academic 

achievement can be seen as a functioning, that is, successfully completing 

compulsory schooling. It can be argued that much research on ELET policy 

implications focuses on academic achievement, mainly on how many students 

are obtaining the necessary qualifications to proceed to post-compulsory 

education and how post-compulsory education could be more accessible to them 

(Van Praag et al., 2018). I argue that this view, focusing solely on the academic 

achievement of a total number of students, is quite limited. This is usually 

because the real opportunity, the capability set and the conversion factors, are 

often excluded in evaluations. Consider the following:  

She used to like school, but she never passed her exams. It was heart-
breaking as I hated seeing her like that. I knew she wasn’t good for 
school. So, I didn’t fuss much about it, but she kept on trying.  

R: Did she get support at school?  
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I think she did. I’m not good at school myself, so I didn’t know how to 
help her. But she wasn’t sad to go to school or anything. It’s just that, 
when she was in secondary, it was different. They compare results 
and she was always shy. That’s why she didn’t want to go anymore. I 
didn’t want to see her cry over her marks anymore. She tried her best, 
but her best wasn’t enough.  

R: Did you seek outside school support?  

Like what?  

R: Private lessons?  

No, I didn’t send her to extra lessons. It was already enough seeing 
her struggle in school. She wasn’t good for school, so I just want her 
to finish school, that’s it, so she can work. (Eve, PM) 

Eve describes a situation where her daughter is evidently at a great risk of not 

achieving the functioning of successfully completing compulsory education. 

Eve’s daughter is still 14 years old, and has been having learning difficulties since 

she was in primary schooling. The issue with learning difficulties can be tackled 

both with school and home support. Research demonstrates that learning 

difficulties that are not addressed at school and at home in the early years and 

primary education can continue to increase in secondary education (Eivers, 

2019), hence why I also argue that this impacts the functioning of attending 

school. Repeated academic failure for students or fear of failure can lead to 

students and their parents considering schooling not good for them, which might 

also lead to absenteeism, another risk factor discussed above.  

Findings indicate that learning difficulties within the two contexts of Malta and 

Ireland tend to be offered in two different ways within both contexts. School 

support for poor achievement focuses on out-of-class support through 

complementary sessions or in-class support through literacy prevention 

programmes, mostly during the early years and primary education (MFED, 2015; 

DEIS, 2017).  

Eve’s disclosure above, however, points out that support within schooling might 

not be sufficient as parents might not have the capability of supporting their 

children to achieve. This contradicts what is expected of them. Teachers often 
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view parents as key stakeholders in supporting their children to achieve good 

results. However, parents are not always offered support to help their children 

when encountering learning difficulties. Moreover, parents themselves might 

actually lack the capability set to do so. COVID-19 has also accentuated the fact 

that struggling children might encounter further learning difficulties when learning 

online as teachers might not be able to offer the usual support.  

R: What about those children who you knew had learning difficulties? 
How was it during online teaching? How was it?  

Mostly, those that had issues didn’t show up, and the ones who did 
were not completely following what was going on. (Juliana, TM)  

It was extremely difficult teaching online because a lot of students 
struggled. I couldn’t help them as I do in class. (Aignéis, TI) 

Teaching online was hard. Reaching out to all students was not 
possible. It’s already impossible in class sometimes. (Jeannine, TM)  

I think some just switched off the camera. Others tried to understand, 
but online learning for those who already struggled wasn’t helpful. 
(Ríona, TI) 

Online learning indicates that students who might have received other support at 

school failed to do so during COVID-19, which could imply a larger achievement 

gap. Before and after school closure, struggling students tend to be given support 

at school that, however, is not always sufficient. Parents at home might simply 

feel lost about how to help their children (Buzai et al., 2020; Eivers et al., 2020). 

Similarly, teachers felt lost during COVID-19 about how they could further support 

these students (Busuttil and Farrugia, 2020). ELET analysis tends to focus on 

those who do not achieve successful results at the end of secondary schooling. 

The ELET definition does not help to move away from this outcome analysis as 

it encompasses those between the ages of 18-24 years who do not obtain a Level 

3 qualification (Spiteri and Farrugia, 2021). I however argue that evaluating ELET 

from a final student exam outcome perspective at the end of secondary education 

is insufficient. This is reflected in the extract below from Máirín, who works 

directly with disadvantaged students:  

https://www.behindthename.com/name/aigne10is
https://www.behindthename.com/name/ri10ona
https://www.behindthename.com/name/ma10iri10n
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Some students want to learn, but have other priorities. For example, 
some want to work to bring money home or simply because that is 
what they value. Others think they are not good for school because 
they struggle and tend to give up.  

R: What do you think? Why do you think some give up?  

I think, for some, it is simply their choice. Others, it is because of their 
experiences; but I do think that it all depends on the support they get 
both at home and at school. (Máirín, TI)  

As Máirín explained, completing successfully compulsory schooling is not simply 

a matter of exam outcome. Rather, the functioning of academic achievement 

should be directly linked to the capability of attending school in relation to the 

factors that support it or not (e.g., school support in relation to ELET indicators) 

and the conversion factors of parental and educator engagement (capital and 

capabilities) that impact their agency in supporting them to identify and overcome 

their learning difficulties. Therefore, although the child’s own agency in academic 

achievement reflects a great part in achieving this functioning or not (Walker and 

Unterhalter, 2007), I argue that it is insufficient. This is reflected in the excerpt 

below from one of the SMT’s interviewed:  

This year, we’ve had a problem with replacing teachers in classrooms. 
Due to COVID measures, we needed more teachers as some classes 
had to be split. We had a class with no teachers. We are aware that 
some students will struggle. There are those who will be supported by 
their parents, but others who won’t. Some already didn’t do any 
schooling during lockdown. This is not fair. We’re very stressed as 
support is very limited. (SMTM)  

Failing to offer the appropriate support could further increase disadvantage 

(Hannon, 2020), hence putting students at a greater risk of ELET. Offering free 

online classes instead of face-to-face classes might have accentuated the 

academic achievement gap between those who have learning difficulties and 

those who do not (Spiteri, 2020). Parents’ capital and the capability to engage 

with their child’s learning has created a further gap between those who owned it 

and those who did not. What the extract above and findings suggest is also that 

children who, for example, end up without a teacher are at a disadvantage 

academically, as opposed to those who do have a teacher, even if they wish to 

successfully complete schooling (agency). That is why those who also do not 

https://www.behindthename.com/name/ma10iri10n
https://www.behindthename.com/name/ma10iri10n
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have any home support would end up experiencing another disadvantage, 

irrespective of whether their goal is to achieve or not. Therefore, ELET should 

not only be limited to exam evaluation, but should include all the conversion 

factors along the schooling process in order to develop the necessary strategic 

actions.  

 Educational Wellbeing and Conversion Factors   

Educational wellbeing (or lack thereof) in ELET research generally indicates 

behavioural issues which might directly impact absenteeism and achievement.  

This implies that wellbeing within a CA perspective should not only be viewed as 

an ELET indicator, but as wellbeing freedom and wellbeing achievement since it 

impacts both capabilities and freedom. The distinction between wellbeing 

freedom and wellbeing achievement within a CA perspective is “virtually absent 

from the wellbeing literature” (Robeyns, 2017, p. 119). Wellbeing in education 

includes unacceptable behaviour in schools, and can range from students 

manifesting violence and bullying to behavioural issues or issues of mental 

wellbeing. Some students may also manifest behavioural issues by isolating 

themselves and disengaging from the rest of their classmates (Borg et al., 2015; 

Cefai et al., 2018; Downes and Cefai, 2016).  

Although wellbeing can have a direct impact on the capability to be educated in 

relation to ELET and the other functionings (absenteeism and academic 

achievement), it is still viewed as lacking in support, and teachers feel that they 

are not trained to offer such support, as portrayed in the extracts below:  

It is very hard to deal with bad behaviour in class. We are not trained 
to cope with violent behaviour. (Finnuala TI) 

I’m not sure why we are expected to cope with violence. It is not easy 
to be expected to teach subjects when you have to prevent students 
from fighting. (Alannah TI) 

Bullying has now gone online. Sometimes, we have students fighting 
in class for online bullying that would have occurred the previous night. 
What are we supposed to do on this? (Corrina, TM) 

A lot of say about wellbeing, but we receive no support. You have a 
number of students in class who struggle academically, and on top of 

https://www.behindthename.com/name/finnuala
https://www.behindthename.com/name/alannah
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it, are not emotionally well. Just by taking them out for one lesson 
during the day is not enough. So much time is wasted on dealing with 
their tantrums. (Eleanora, TM)  

Support for student wellbeing can be offered on different tiered levels, including 

school support in the classroom, individual intervention, and referrals to support 

outside the school, such as, psychosocial support (Barry et al., 2017). Downes 

(2020), in his discussion of ‘concentric and diametric spaces’ in relation to 

agency, states that ELET and behavioural issues such as resilience or bullying 

are usually tackled as a separate issue, rather than looking at the whole 

environment, including the students’ family support (or lack thereof), school 

support (or lack thereof), and the environment. The below extracts evidence this:  

We are going through a very rough patch at home. We’re separating, 
and for him, it’s very tough. His father just left. His behaviour changed 
ever since, but so did mine. I told them at school, but he’s expected to 
behave normally. How can he? We’re both very sad. I know he 
shouldn’t be violent. I’m worried too. We all show sadness in different 
ways. (Eemer, PI) 

I know they blame me for his behaviour, but it’s not easy to deal with 
it. I’m not sure what to do anymore. They always tell me he’s not 
behaving well. I’m not at school. At home, I have my ways, but I’m not 
at school.  

R: What are your ways? Like, did you seek professional help?  

No, but we are on a waiting list. I ignore him when he screams or 
shouts. It can get bad, but then he calms down. I know he’s not happy 
about being like that. (Jade, PM)  

Eemer’s and Jade’s children are experiencing a lack of wellbeing at home which 

is impacting their wellbeing at school. I therefore relate this to the conversion 

factors within the CA, and argue that, if support is not given to empower 

conversion factors, it would impact both their freedom and achievement. The 

above excerpts of teachers and parents indicate that support needs to be given 

not only to the students experiencing a lack of wellbeing, but also to parents and 

teachers who have to deal with it in order to develop skills that target students’ 

wellbeing and develop their agency.  
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Furthermore, the greater COVID-19 situation has not helped. A public health 

emergency of international concern was declared by the World Health 

Organisation in January 2020 (Clemens et al., 2020). Social distancing was one 

of the key measures adopted by countries worldwide as a mitigation measure to 

limit the spread of the virus. Working practices, daily routines such as shopping, 

and education provision were impacted during periods of general lockdown or 

individual lockdown. Interaction with other people was very limited thereby 

affecting each individual’s wellbeing because of a lack of support that had been 

offered before the outbreak of COVID-19. Findings indicate that COVID-19 

measures have highlighted a direct relationship between family wellbeing and 

student wellbeing.  

I therefore argue that, using the CA framework to develop the capability to be 

educated in relation to ELET and therefore placing ELET risk factors as 

functionings, while identifying limiting factors that negatively impact conversion 

factors, mainly parental and educator engagement, can lead to an innovative and 

more socially just way to develop policy recommendations that minimise ELET 

risk, as will be discussed next.  

 The Implications of the Capability of Being Educated in relation to 
ELET: Conversion Factors  

Commim et al. (2011) argue that children’s functionings and “their capability set, 

may be limited by their social and physical environment” (pp. 8-9). Through 

empirical research, Hart and Brando (2018) similarly discuss that children’s 

agency should be a defined role within education. While agreeing with Hart and 

Brando’s (2018) arguments of the importance of children’s agency, I argue that 

the capability of being educated in relation to ELET for children cannot be viewed 

without a main conversion factor that emerged in this study, that is, parental 

engagement, particularly for those hailing from a disadvantaged background, as 

discussed in the previous section. Parents, however, are not the only salient 

adults in children’s lives.  

Hart and Brando (2018) also mention school as a place that could develop (or 

not) children’s agency. I argue that teachers, in this case, and their engagement 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2020.582882/full#B78
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with disadvantaged children and families can impact their agency to develop 

capabilities and functionings. Figure 5.2, adapted from Hart (2019) and Sen 

(2009), depicts these two main conversion factors emerging from this study about 

the capability of being educated in relation to ELET.  

Figure 5.2 illustrates that, in order for students to develop the capability of being 

educated in relation to ELET, parental and educator engagement are main 

conversation factors. It is within this stance that an unjust issue was identified. 

Parental agency in disadvantaged families might be limited because of a lack of 

parental capabilities and functionings brought about by mainly diverse capital, 

thus impacting agency. This type of limited parental agency might be perceived 

as an issue by educators, and could affect not only parental engagement, but 

also the educators’ own engagement with disadvantaged children. While policy 

might be pushing forward a ‘whole-school approach’ (MFED, 2015; DEIS, 2017), 

educators themselves might still perceive ELET indicators, namely, absenteeism, 

academic achievement, and wellbeing, as a lack of parental interest. This is why 

the discussion will continue by identifying limiting factors in disadvantaged 

families and the capability to be educated in relation to ELET. Inequalities were 

identified in this study using Bourdieu’s (1986) notions of habitus, capital, and 

field that might in turn impact conversion factors because of parents’ limited 

agency, capabilities, and functionings.  
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Figure 5.2 The Implications of Being Educated in relation to ELET: Conversion Factors 
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 Inequalities that Impact the Conversion Factors, Limit Students’ 
Agency, and Increase ELET Risk  

According to both Bourdieu and Sen, the process of choice and freedom is 

impacted by internal and external factors (Hart, 2019). This section focuses on 

family disadvantage as an inequality (internal and external factors) that impacts 

conversion factors. This inequality increases ELET risk through Bourdieu’s 

(1990) “practical sense” (p. 89), and influences negatively the capability to be 

educated in relation to ELET. Parents’ ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1990), or in this case, 

their choice (or not), but in both cases impacted by family disadvantage of 

supporting their children in being social agents, has an impact on both the ‘fields’ 

of school and home (Bathmaker et al., 2013; Ingram, 2011; Ingram and Tarabini, 

2018; Reay, 2018; Tarabini et al., 2019). Parents’ habitus, which is shaped by 

their own experiences, impacts their decisions on their children’s education 

(Bourdieu, 1998). Indeed, Kelly’s and Anne’s disclosures below demonstrate that 

both find it hard to actively engage in their child’s schooling experience because 

of their own negative educational experience:  

I was bullied at school, but my parents forced me to go, even when I 
cried my heart out. That’s why I don’t force Carl to go. I’m not fussed 
about him going to university or anything. I just want him to be happy, 
and if he’s not at school, I won’t force him. (Kelly, PI)  

I hate seeing him upset. I know what it’s like. I wasn’t good for school, 
and I think he’s like me. I don’t want him to go and get more upset. I 
had a very hard time at school. I simply hated it. I just wanted to work, 
and that’s what I did. (Anne, PM) 

Since ‘field’ is “the specific structure of peculiar social worlds” (Bourdieu, 1998, 

p. 138), engaging in their child’s education can be impacted by the different 

environments found both at school and at their home. Disadvantaged 

backgrounds and their structure would often differ greatly from school structures 

and systems, which would in turn limit parents’ active engagement. John and 

Jade explain how their view on school as a place that is not suited for them limits 

their engagement:  

School is a great place, but nothing like what I like to do. I’ve been a 
farmer ever since I remember. Sitting down listening and writing was 
never for me. I didn’t see the point of it, and I still don’t. (John, PI)  
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I always hated school. There are too much rules. I think it’s very rigid. 
Like, even today, if I need to ask something as I don’t understand what 
I have to do for Alex (her son), I’m not sure how to ask. It’s like it’s too 
complicated.  

R: How is it complicated?  

Well, if I want to tell you something, I just say it. In school, you have to 
follow…what do you call them…a certain way? A system? …even to 
speak or say something…you can’t just say it…it tends to be too 
confusing at times. (Jade, PM)  

Active parental engagement as social agents is however not only limited by the 

differing structures of field and habitus, but is also limited by capital (financial, 

cultural, and social), which was found to be a main inequality in this study. In 

order for parents to be social agents and support their children to also be social 

agents, they require different types of capital (Tarabini et al., 2019). In the case 

of minimising the risk of ELET, parents need to have financial resources to seek 

academic support services if their children are not doing well at school. They 

need to have social capital to recognise any issues that arise during their 

children’s compulsory journey and seek the relevant support. Parents also need 

cultural resources, that is, the necessary literacy skills, including digital ones, to 

be able to support their children throughout their compulsory schooling journey.  

The sections below summarise findings on how a lack of any type of parents’ 

capital in Malta and Ireland has not only impacted their own agency, but 

increased their children’s ELET risk, thus also limiting their children’s agency. I 

therefore argue that parents’ lack of any type of capital limited their agency 

similarly in both countries and impacted the capability of being educated in 

relation to ELET, both before and after COVID-19. In turn, this also lowered the 

children’s chance of being active social agents within this capability.  

 Financial Capital as an Inequality that Limits Parental Agency and 
Impacts Students’ ELET Risk  

The role of parental agency within educational social structures such as schools 

was identified and linked to parental engagement as one of the main themes in 

this study. Bourdieu (1989) maintains that the role of agency also depends on 

capital and the different fields which might manifest as a constant struggle of 
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recognition. A growing body of literature shows that parents who find it harder to 

engage in their children’s education are those who hail from a disadvantaged 

background, which is also defined as ‘working class’ (Ingram, 2011; Ingram and 

Tarabini, 2018), and hence, have limited capital. Similarly, the way parents 

manifested (or not) this engagement in this study was found to be according to 

the capital they had, including financial capital. Parents who have limited financial 

capital, such as housing issues, low income, and rely on benefits, felt less 

autonomy, and thus, they engaged less in their children’s education as they had 

other priorities, like food and housing:  

I’m not saying I’m not worried about their school progress, but 
honestly, my priority is to have food on the table. It’s not easy. I do 
work, but between bills and school stuff, I prefer to pay bills. (Sam, 
PM)  

We’ve applied for housing. It’s been a long wait, and bills still need to 
be paid. Rent is quite high. It’s not easy for us. Sometimes, we don’t 
even have enough grand for food. That’s what worries us most. It’s 
like, first, there’s food and a home. (Eemer, PI)  

The priority of food and basic needs was felt even more strongly following the 

onset of COVID-19. A number of parents became unemployed or started to 

depend on government benefits (Eivers et al., 2020; Rahman et al., 2021; Ross 

et al., 2021). Most school management teams felt that basic needs were a priority 

which needed to be dealt with immediately following school closure:   

We had families who lost their jobs and ended without income. Our 
priority was to make sure they all got their basic needs. (SMTI)  

It was our priority to make sure that those children that usually got 
support from school like breakfast or lunch would still get it at home. 
We knew that COVID made things worse for those families who 
already had financial issues. Thinking that our children could go 
hungry made us try to reach out to those families first. (SMTM)  

Parents who had already had financial issues before COVID-19 found it harder 

to cope during school lockdown:  

I’m not sure how we survived the first part of it. Having the kids home 
and trying to think how to bring money home (pause) not knowing 
exactly what’s going to happen…I always worked in a bar…it didn’t 
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pay much, but it was enough…suddenly ending with no income and 
knowing that your family depends on you… it was tough…  

R: What about school? The fact that school was closed, did it bother 
you in any way?  

Well, at least, at school, they had lunch. At home, I had to provide it. 
(Maddie, PI)  

It’s really hard. Having them home not knowing what to do, what 
comes next. The shop where I work is still closed. I get some 
increased benefits, but it’s not enough. Being home all day with three 
kids, you need more food. More than before. No one seems to realise 
that. (Anne, PM)  

This priority has impacted the parents’ agency in engaging with the children’s 

educational process, often impacting the functionings within the capability of 

being educated in relation to ELET. Deprived of the capability of basic needs, 

Anne’s and Maddie’s predicaments highlight how the priority was to act on that, 

but not knowing exactly how to achieve it made them feel helpless and with 

limited freedom. Dreze and Sen (1989) assert that we should aim for “the 

capability to avoid undernourishment and escape deprivations associated with 

hunger” (p. 13). COVID-19 accentuated the basic need for food and the lack of 

capability to be free from hunger also due to financial capital as a main 

conversion factor. Sen (1999) observes that, in a daily routine, in order to survive, 

people might mentally normalise the injustices they live in on a day-to-day basis:  

Our mental reactions to what we actually get and what we can sensibly 
expect to get may frequently involve compromises with a harsh reality. 
The destitute thrown into beggary, the vulnerable landless labourer 
precariously surviving at the edge of subsistence, the overworked 
domestic servant working round the clock, the subdued and 
subjugated housewife reconciled to her role and her fate, all tend to 
come to terms with their respective predicaments. The deprivations 
are suppressed and muffled in the scale of utilities (reflected by desire-
fulfilment and happiness) by the necessity of endurance in uneventful 
survival. (pp. 21-22) 

I therefore argue that COVID-19 challenged the normalisation of daily social 

injustice for disadvantaged families and their children following the 

unprecedented event of lockdown and school closure, and everyone was forced 

to stay for periods of time at home (Armitage and Nellums, 2020). Disadvantaged 
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parents were consequently forced to deal with other priorities, rather than 

focusing on their children’s education. Consider the issue of housing, where 

some families would be simply grateful to have a roof provided for them. During 

lockdown, having limited space for a bigger family was an issue they reflected 

upon. Housing arrangements and limited space might have impacted students’ 

agency to complete online work. Housing and the space to be free to do what 

one chooses were, apart from food, also another accentuated basic need that 

emerged:  

We never thought about how small our place was until we spent a 
whole month inside. Being five and having just two rooms didn’t leave 
us much space to do what we wanted to do.  

R: Like?  

Imagine, we want to work and the children want to play or watch TV 
or do school stuff and we’re in the same room all the time. It was okay 
for the first days, but after that, it was quite uneasy. (Ruth, PM)  

It’s just the four of us, and we usually manage quite well, but lockdown 
was nasty. We had to think of things to do, and the space is not great, 
you know. I was home all day and the kids were home all day. That 
wasn’t really working.  

R: Why? What wasn’t working?  

I was nervous most of the time and so were them. We’ve only got one 
room, so it’s not like you can shut the door and lock them out for a 
couple of minutes. (Elva, PI)  

School closure worldwide was followed by the setting up of an online schooling 

system in order for schooling provision to proceed, thus giving rise to further 

diverse changes and evidence of inequalities (Eivers et al., 2020; Kaden, 2020; 

Ross et al., 2021). While some educators focused on basic needs, such as food 

and the issue of school closure not offering daily support, such as the provision 

of free lunches, others felt that the priority was setting up an online school system 

in order to provide education and access for all:  

For some children, school is their home. It was our priority to get them 
back to school, if not physical, in an online system. For some, it 
worked, but I think, the ones we did not want to lose were lost. (SMTM) 
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Getting students online was very challenging, but we tried to get 
everyone connected. Building a connection with the most 
disadvantaged wasn’t easy. (SMTI)  

The unjust issue of school being free and equal for all by providing the opportunity 

of free education in a school has been an open debate within a CA approach 

(Unterhalter, 2013; Walker and Unterhalter, 2007). The challenges and 

inequalities experienced by disadvantaged families in relation to online schooling 

(and consequently free schooling) were felt even more during COVID-19. The 

following excerpts are representative of this:  

Not all families had laptops or digital devices. Some didn’t even have 
internet to begin with. Initially, it was a mess. (Alannah, TI)  

Few children showed up online the first weeks of going online. Some 
didn’t have internet, others claimed not to have a device. (Juliana, TM)  

We don’t have a computer at home. We have internet on our phones, 
but that’s it. We never needed internet in the house for anything, really. 
(Paula, PI)  

Online school was a problem for me. I didn’t have good internet at 
home. Just the basic. I had it on my phone. But you couldn’t log in 
from the phone. You needed a laptop. (Kate, PM)  

This implies that, although school was meant to be open for all students during 

online learning, disadvantaged students were limited because of their parents’ 

lack of financial capital. This limited their freedom and opportunity to achieve the 

functionings of attending school, academic achievement, and wellbeing. Sen’s 

(1993) initial writings discussing equality use the term “basic capability” (p. 40) in 

relation to food, housing, and education. The absence of these capabilities, or 

what Sen (1993) defines as “capability failure” (p. 40), which impact functionings, 

were all identified in this study as being affected by conversion factors such as 

financial capital both before and after COVID-19. While keeping an open 

interpretation of the term, Sen (1992) refers to basic capabilities as the “inability 

of individuals and communities to choose some valuable beings and doings that 

are basic to human life” (p. 109). Robeyns (2017) however suggests that Sen 

limits the use of ‘basic capabilities’ as an assessment of extreme poverty and 

inequalities in his later writings. Robeyns (2017) discusses that “the capability 
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approach is not restricted to poverty and deprivation analysis but can also serve 

as a framework for, say, project or policy evaluations or inequality measurement 

in non-poor communities” (p. 96), which is the case in this study.  

I therefore argue that, although this study was carried out in two countries 

considered as high-income countries, the theme of the lack of basic needs such 

as food, housing, and free education provision (accentuated by COVID-19) was 

found to have increased inequalities among disadvantaged families “both for 

survival and the avoidance of poverty” (Robeyns, 2017, p. 96), thereby affecting 

children’s capability to be educated in relation to ELET since their parents had 

other priorities such as basic needs (food and housing) which might have limited 

the children’s own agency in participating in education, hence limiting their 

freedoms and opportunities. This, however, was not limited to lack of financial 

resources only. It further transpired that parents’ social and cultural capital were 

two main inequalities that impacted conversion factors, which will be discussed 

in the next section.  

 Social and Cultural Capital as a Conversion Factor for Parental 
Agency and Its Link to Students’ ELET Risk  

Bourdieu (1989) discusses how the role of agency is manifested differently in 

diverse fields and social structures. In the case of education, it implies a power 

struggle, in the sense that it depends on how stakeholders involved, such as 

teachers and senior management teams, value their capital. Research shows 

that class matters in education as students and their parents hailing from 

disadvantaged backgrounds might not only be treated differently, but also feel 

that they are treated differently (Ghate and Hazel, 2002; Ingram, 2011; Ingram 

and Tarabini, 2018; Reay, 2018; Tarabini et al., 2019). Take John’s and Sue’s 

extracts below who both lack cultural capital:  

I never finished school. I don’t feel comfortable speaking to teachers 
or going to school for meetings. I feel we speak different languages. 
(John, PI)  

Whenever I have a school meeting, I panic. I feel I’m going to get the 
blame for not being good enough myself. I know it’s not about me…it’s 
about Rita, but I’m not good at this new teaching methods.  

https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.lancs.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/00131881.2014.934556
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R: What do you mean?  

I never passed in exams myself, so I can’t help her much. I tell her to 
pay attention at school. Like I panicked when we got the phonics file. 
I wasn’t sure what it was. Even this abacus method. It confuses me. 
(Sue, PM)  

According to Bourdieu (1986), cultural capital achieved through the process of 

schooling is one of the most powerful assets within the field of education to gain 

recognition. While Bourdieu discusses the concept of capital as a way of being 

advantaged within a social setting, Sen discusses the notion of capability as 

freedom to achieve what one values (Hart, 2019; Robeyns, 2017). In relation to 

cultural capital and parental engagement, John’s and Sue’s extracts point out 

that, not completing school themselves limits their freedom to actively engage in 

their child’s schooling. Other examples of the lack of cultural capital can be seen 

in the extracts below that also demonstrate that parents who lacked cultural 

capital felt more disadvantaged during COVID-19 in relation to their children’s 

online educational experience:  

I’m not very good with computers. School going online was a 
nightmare for me. Lots of passwords and stuff. (Casey, PI)  

I’m okay with using a smart phone, but doing stuff online on a laptop 
is hard.  

R: Why is it hard?  

I find it hard to understand what I have to do. I’m not good with digital 
things. I never needed to use a computer. I’m not good with them. 
(Jade, PM)  

A growing body of research discusses how today’s education, where digital skills 

are growing and becoming more essential, can be directly linked to cultural 

capital or a form of capital in itself (Ragenda et al., 2020; Choi et al., 2021; 

Straubhaar, 2021). Kapitzke (2000) defines digital skills as ‘technical cultural 

capital’, while Straubhaar et al., (2021) define them as ‘techno-capital’. I however 

argue that digital skills should be considered as part of cultural capital as students 

and their parents need digital skills to meet educational standards, as was the 

case during COVID-19. Take the situation of Casey and Jade above. The fact 

that they themselves as parents lacked digital skills was detrimental to their 
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children as it deprived them of the benefits of online education during COVID-19. 

Teachers also argued that the parents’ lack of digital skills could have been a 

cause of parents not supporting their children to engage in online learning during 

COVID:  

I had a couple of students who initially did not attend online school, 
even though I know they were given a device to do so.  

R: Why do you think was that?  

Well, we sent written instructions through email of how to log in on the 
school system, but not all were able to follow it. I know my colleagues 
called them to explain, but it took a lot of time for some to actually get 
used to the system of simply logging in. (Corrine, TM) 

I know for a fact that a lot of parents had issues to connect to the 
system. What might seem simple for us as we do it on a day-to-day 
basis seemed like a daunting step for some parents. (Aigneis, TI)  

On the other hand, Ruth, who similarly found issues in supporting her children 

during online learning, sought support within her social networks:  

I am not a digital expert. I use the computer at work, but I’m mostly 
good with the work portal. I had problems to understand exactly how 
they could follow the lessons.  

R: So, did you manage to find a solution?  

Yeah, I asked for help from my friend at work. She is very good with 
computers. She helped me over the phone, and I got them all settled.  

R: Why didn’t you ask the school to help you?  

To be honest, I was a bit embarrassed. I wasn’t sure we could ask and 
who to ask. I hadn’t logged in on the portal before and we should have. 
It was my first time using it – as there was no choice with COVID and 
school was closed. I didn’t want them to think that I didn’t care or to 
think badly of me. So, I asked my friend. (Ruth, PM)  

Exploiting her social network acquired from her work environment, Ruth 

managed to activate her social capital in order to support her children in attending 

online schooling. Social capital can improve children’s educational process if 

parents have relationships that facilitate the process. Bourdieu (1986) refers to 

social capital as those people who have quality social networks and are able to 
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use these to support them in achieving their desired goals. This can be linked to 

their agency, which Sen (1985) describes as “effective power” (p. 209) (freedom 

to achieve). The parents in this study who did not complete education themselves 

and did not work were found to have limited social capital which, in turn, impacted 

more their capability and functioning to engage in their children’s educational 

process. The excerpts below strikingly emphasise how parents with limited social 

capital might have fewer opportunities to find support:  

It is very hard to help her at school. I’m not good at school and don’t 
have anyone to ask. (Kate, PM)  

We both haven’t finished school ourselves, so it is not easy to help 
them when they ask.  

R: Do you have anyone to ask for help if needed?  

Not really, no. I wouldn’t know who to ask, except the teacher. But you 
need appointments, so I tend to not ask. (Eemer, PI)  

During lockdown, it was worse than usual. Usually, I could write notes 
to the teacher. When everything was locked, I just didn’t know what to 
do or who to ask if I had a problem. (Sam, PM)  

It’s not easy when you don’t have an answer to his question. I tell him 
ask the teacher, but sometimes, he just wants me to help. Like, when 
school was closed, it was more difficult. You couldn’t just ask the 
teacher. There was no one we could really ask. (Kelly, PI) 

These extracts thus highlight how parents who have limited financial and cultural 

capital due to limited or no academic achievement have fewer opportunities to 

have social capital and are less able to seek support through their resources. 

Consequently, this limits the support that students might get both at school and 

at home, and impacts the capability of being educated in relation to ELET. I 

however argue that, although parents with limited forms of capital are at a 

disadvantage, the mere possession of capital is insufficient. Ruth, for example, 

was able to help her children because she had the capability to take advantage 

of support within the field of work and convert it to support within the field of home 

(as help for her children). Lareau and Horvat (1999) similarly state that:  

First, the value of capital depends heavily on the social setting (or 
field). Second, there is an important difference between the 
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possession and activation of capital or resources. That is, people who 
have social and cultural capital may choose to activate capital or not, 
and they vary in the skill with which they activate it. Third, these two 
points come together to suggest that rather than being an overly 
deterministic continual process, reproduction is jagged and uneven 
and is continually negotiated by social actors. (p. 38) 

This implies that families with similar resources might support (or not) their 

children in ways they think are best. Consequently, I would argue that parental 

engagement depends on parents as agents (social actors) and their ability to 

engage within the fields of home and school. This is impacted by both their 

capability set and resources, hence the varied forms of capital they possess. 

Parents might opt to use financial capital (if they have it) to compensate for a lack 

of cultural and social capital, which is Sam’s case below. However, Elva would 

not use any financial capital for that, as shown in the below extracts:  

R: Would you send your children for private tuition if needed?  

If money wasn’t an issue, I would. But they are too expensive. (Sam, 
PM)  

I can’t afford it. But honestly, they already go to school. Why should I 
pay more for extra lessons? I’d prefer to use the money for other stuff. 
(Elva, PI)    

The findings reported in this section strongly indicate that limited financial, 

cultural, and social capital had a strong impact on parental agency before and 

after the start of COVID-19 within both the school and home setting, as depicted 

in Figure 5.2. Capital limits parents’ agency in their capability to engage in their 

children’s learning. I also argue that capital is not the only identified inequality 

factor since parents’ own habitus and the diverse fields of school and home can 

limit parents’ freedom to actually choose (or not) to engage in their children’s 

education. In relation to agency, findings point out that limited parental agency 

might increase the risk of ELET, and consequently, the capability and 

functionings of students to be educated.  

 Children’s Limited Agency within the Capability of Being Educated in 
relation to ELET   



 

114 

Bourdieu’s notions, that is, financial, cultural, and social capital, as well as the 

individual’s habitus and field can be identified as inequalities in relation to 

parental and educator engagement. The CA has been found useful in education 

as it moves away from an outcome-based evaluation of education (Dreze and 

Sen, 2013; Hart et al., 2014). This is why this study innovatively attempts to 

evaluate the phenomenon of ELET through the CA lens by evaluating conversion 

factors in order to offer opportunities that empower agency and freedom. Hart 

and Brando (2018) state that: 

By going beyond an outcome‐based understanding of schooling, 
focusing rather on the processes whereby children flourish and the 
opportunities that the school offers students to be and to become what 
they value and to what they aspire, a capability approach provides 
relevant guidelines for alternative education policies that put the 
children (in all their facets) at centre stage. (p. 294) 

This implies that children should be viewed “as socially competent agentic actors 

in their own right” (Hart et al., 2014, p. 22). While recognising that children are 

social agents, Sen (2007) points out that, “while exercising your own choices may 

be important enough for some types of freedoms, there are a great many other 

freedoms that depend on the assistance and actions of others and the nature of 

social arrangements” (p. 9). 

Biggeri et al., (2011) also suggest that, in the case of children’s functionings and 

capabilities, they:  

may be restricted due to their capacity, or be limited by their social and 
physical environment. Indeed the ability to convert resources and 
commodities into capabilities and functionings depends on individual 
and social conversion factors and often to an even greater extent, on 
their parents’ or caregivers’ capabilities. (p. 83) 

A socially just educational system within the capability approach (CA) therefore 

needs to cater for all individual needs in order for students to develop their 

capability set, abilities, and agency, and recognise that these may change over 

time (Brando, 2020; Ballet et al., 2011; Comim et al., 2011). Brando (2020) adds 

that:  
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In short: the fact of being or not a child is not a sufficient condition for 
justifying the restriction of freedom; it is your particular position in the 
process of capability-formation (regardless of age or any other factor), 
which frames and determines the way you ought to be treated. (p. 260) 

Similarly, I argue that, for all children to be capable social actors from a Sen-

Bourdieu Analytical Framework (SBAF) perspective, they should not be limited 

by family disadvantage and its implications as an inequality within the capability 

of being educated in relation to ELET. Sen (2009) contends that “…the ability to 

achieve what we value, but the idea of freedom respects our being free to 

determine what we value, and what we decide to achieve” (p. 232). The capability 

of being educated in relation to ELET implies that students are free to take 

decisions on what they value, for example, attending school or not, or choosing 

subjects they want to learn in order to achieve the necessary academic 

requirements to pursue a career or further their education they would value after 

completing their compulsory schooling. This could, however, be considered an 

issue as children may not always be perceived able to choose what is right for 

them or might not even have that possibility (Sen, 2007), as discussed in the 

sections above. This is also exemplified in the following extracts from Juliana’s 

and Rhiona’s interviews, class teachers who observed that children might be 

impacted by their parents’ decisions and do not have the possibility of choice: 

Most students who don’t show up at school are backed up by their 
parents’ decision of not sending them as they don’t realise how 
important school is. Some would think that, skipping school a couple 
of times is just fine. They just don’t think it’s a big deal… (Rhiona, TI) 

Children tend to struggle in school if they do not have support at home. 
It’s like you can spot the difference of those students who have 
supportive families and those who don’t. What hurts me most is when 
we offer support for the child, and the parents would decline it as they 
are in denial.  

R: What kind of support?  

Like, when a child has a learning difficulty and we want them to be 
assessed or something, some parents would actually refuse that. 
They’d actually decide they don’t need it and (the child) will just grow 
up to not have that learning difficulty anymore. I find that very 
upsetting. (Juliana, TM)  
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These extracts and the preceding sections show that children can depend on 

their parents’ decisions and what they consider of most value in issues related to 

education. In two different scenarios, one happening in the Irish context and one 

in the Maltese context, the children’s ability to be free to decide what they value 

was influenced by their parents’ limited agency due to disadvantage. This can 

impact a child’s capability to attend school, academic achievement, and 

educational wellbeing. Therefore, a policy measure that targets both children’s 

agency and parental agency within the school and home context is imperative, 

thus impacting the child’s capability to successfully complete compulsory 

schooling and decreasing risk of ELET, as shown in Figure 5.2.  

Sen’s (1999, 2004) approach implies that a capability emerges from a practical 

opportunity, while a functioning is the actual achievement of what they wish to be 

or do. In the above extracts from Juliana’s and Rhiona’s interviews, the parents’ 

decisions of not accepting support or not offering it could decrease the practical 

opportunity for the child to have the educational capability and functioning to be 

successful at school, and hence, is more at risk of ELET. Should we solely focus 

on outcomes which, in relation to ELET, would imply successfully achieving (or 

not) upper secondary education, we would be limiting the evaluation of equality 

in each individual child’s difference in agency and freedom. I thus argue that, in 

order to develop the capability of being educated in relation to ELET, school 

support targeting achievement only is insufficient. Support within the field of 

school and home should also focus on parents’ agency to develop the conversion 

factors of parental and educator engagement thereby generating opportunities 

for students to achieve the functionings of attending school, achieving 

academically, and enhancing their educational wellbeing (Figure 5.3). Figure 5.3 

therefore explains how a policy measure should target opportunity development 

to increase children’s agency within the capability of being educated in relation 

to ELET.  
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Figure 5.3 Children’s agency within the capability of being educated in relation to ELET  

  Conclusion  

This chapter discussed the unjust case of family disadvantage in relation to ELET 

and children’s agency. While this chapter did not aim to compare or contrast the 

two diverse contexts of Ireland and Malta, but rather to explore the possibility of 

policy learning and borrowing, similar findings within both contexts suggest that 

A policy measure that develops opportunities 
for the capability of being educated in 

relation to ELET: 
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inequalities brought about by family disadvantage such as lack of capital impact 

this capability, hence increasing the risk of ELET. Through the SBAF lens, I have 

argued that the capability of being educated in relation to ELET cannot be solely 

viewed as achieving upper secondary education certification or not. Children’s 

agency within this capability can be limited by lack of support within both the 

school and home context, and consequently, parental and educator engagement 

(or lack thereof) can be viewed as vital conversion factors. In the next chapter, I 

will therefore present and discuss findings of the HSCL case in Ireland that was 

specifically developed to target parents’ agency in relation to ELET as well as 

parental and educator engagement. Although both the Irish and Maltese contexts 

yielded similar limitations related to family disadvantage, differences were 

identified in tackling conversion factors (parental and educator engagement) 

given that no such programme exists in Malta. Recommendations and 

implications emerging from this will also be discussed in relation to the diverse 

contexts and the capability of being educated in relation to ELET.  
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 An Opportunity to Develop Agency within the 
Capability of Being Educated in relation to ELET: Policy 
Implications 

 Introduction  

The preceding chapter presented and discussed findings that highlight similar 

inequalities within both contexts limiting parental agency (thus impacting parental 

and educator engagement) in order to develop recommendations for policy 

learning and borrowing of the HSCL. It was thus argued that limited parental 

agency due to disadvantage is a limiting factor that might in turn impact 

disadvantaged children’s agency within the capability of being educated in 

relation to ELET. This chapter now presents findings emerging from the HSCL 

programme that is a support programme within the Irish educational context. The 

HSCL programme recognises the unjust case of disadvantaged children in 

relation to ELET, and attempts to develop real opportunities for students by 

targeting conversion factors, mainly parental engagement. Findings indicate that, 

by doing so, educator engagement is also targeted indirectly through the HSCL 

programme. This chapter thus presents and discusses findings emerging from 

the HSCL case, and offers recommendations for the Maltese context that does 

not provide such an opportunity for the inequalities discussed in the first chapter 

within the capability of being educated in relation to ELET. This is done by 

developing policy recommendations in an attempt to answer the question: How 

can we support parents’ agency to develop real opportunities for disadvantaged 

children’s capability to be educated in relation to ELET?  

 The Irish Context: Developing Opportunities through the HSCL  

The HSCL programme attempts to address the educational inequalities emerging 

from family disadvantage by working directly with parents to develop real 

opportunities for parental engagement (DEIS, 2017). I argue that the case of the 

HSCL programme that attempts to develop parental agency in order to enhance 

the students’ capability of being educated in relation to ELET is good practice for 

policy implications and recommendations within contexts such as the Maltese 

one that do not offer such an opportunity. The HSCL programme can therefore 
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be viewed as a unique example of good practice within the European context that 

attempts to support disadvantaged parents (and hence develop the parents’ 

capabilities and functionings) in order to enhance children’s agency. In fact, the 

main aim of this policy is:  

one that seeks to promote partnership between parents and teachers. 
The purpose of this partnership is to enhance pupils’ learning 
opportunities and to promote their retention in the education system. 
In addition, the HSCL Scheme places great emphasis on collaboration 
with the local community. The HSCL Scheme is the pioneer in 
involving the school in the life of the community and involving the 
community and its agencies in the life of the school. (DEIS, 2014, p. 
2)  

This programme specifically targets disadvantaged families, and hence, tries to 

minimise the limiting factors discussed in the previous chapter brought about by 

limited capital and diverse habitus and field (Bourdieu, 1986). This runs in parallel 

with two other programmes supporting disadvantaged students (DEIS, 2017, 

2019, 2021), namely, the School Completion Programme (SCP) and the 

Educational Welfare Services (EWS). Although these three programmes are 

independent of each other, they run in parallel. The following chapter attempts to 

discuss how a programme such as the HSCL can be developed as an opportunity 

to foster agency within disadvantaged educational contexts. Although the HSCL 

is an organised intervention measure that supports disadvantaged parents, it 

also aims to impact children’s agency through increased parental agency. The 

HSCL’s policy objectives indicate that it attempts to support the students’ 

functionings discussed in the previous chapter (attendance, achievement, and 

wellbeing) by supporting parents through targeted opportunities. This is done by 

primarily placing an educator as an HSCL coordinator in disadvantaged schools. 

A policy manager, explains that:  

the successful fruition of this project is in no small measure due to the 
outstanding work that these Coordinators do in building and sustaining 
positive relationships with parents and to the strong partnership that 
is being built between home, school and community. (Cited in DEIS, 
2019, p. 13)  

This programme, that started as a pilot to be later developed as a national policy 

for disadvantaged schools in primary and post-primary schools, has been 
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running for over twenty years in poverty and high migration areas in Ireland 

(DEIS, 2014), and is unique in nature in Europe. I opine that, albeit this should 

not be the case since a whole-school approach (working together with students, 

parents, teachers, and the community) is thought to be a needed strategic action 

within the policy field of students at risk of ELET (European Commission, 2019), 

we can learn through this policy, while taking into account the different contexts 

it could be developed for (Verger et al., 2018; Zajda, 2015; Phillips, 2015; Moyson  

et  al.,  2017;  Burdett  and O’Donell, 2016). Within the Maltese context, for 

example, parental empowerment and engagement are thought to be a priority 

within the first ELET policy (MFED, 2015), as cited below. However, there is no 

similar programme set up in practice, as discussed in a recent research project 

report carried out within the Maltese context (Eivers, 2019).  

This strategic plan entices schools to enrol parents as partners in their 
children’s education at this early stage in their formal education, and 
to see them as major stakeholders in the effort to reduce ESL. This 
needs to be done by educating parents in order to facilitate their 
supportive role in the education of their children both at school and at 
home. The reaching out to parents from a low socio-economic status 
will help to reduce ESL and promote social mobility. (MFED, 2015, p. 
31) 

More recently, a programme is currently being piloted and evaluated to support 

migrant parents (mainly third-country nationals) in eliminating language barriers 

in schools to be able to engage within the school community. However, no 

nationwide strategic action has been developed yet for all students hailing from 

disadvantaged backgrounds. Similarly, the new Maltese ELET policy, despite not 

specifying how, does suggest a specific strategic action to develop this, stating 

that:  

One approach that needs to be strengthened in Malta is the whole-
school, compensatory, and system-wide initiatives. While MFED 
endorses whole-school approaches to tackling ESL, the perspective 
of the contractor and many stakeholders interviewed during the SRSS 
project is that there is little evidence of the adoption of whole-school 
approaches within schools or colleges. Introducing a whole-school 
approach to ESL prevention and improving student engagement more 
generally is the way forward, as well as specific initiatives targeting 
parental engagement and involvement. In the case of schools with a 
relatively high number of at-risk students, support should include, 
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amongst other factors, facilitation of parental engagement in their 
children’s learning. (Spiteri and Farrugia, 2021, p. 16)  

Taking into consideration the policy aim of implementing a whole-school 

approach to parental engagement and the relevant missing practice gap, and 

using Alkire’s (2008b) “evaluative analysis” (p. 9), I identified the main features 

of the HSCL programme that emerged in this study and linked them to the 

features of agency as described by Sen (Alkire, 2008). Since the programme 

targets parents’ agency, I identified HSCL opportunities that were linked to Sen's 

features of agency (Alkire, 2008), and discussed their impact on the students’ 

capability of being educated in relation to ELET through the HSCL. In order for 

children to develop their own agency in attending school, achieving academically, 

and their wellbeing, parental and educator engagement are fundamental, hence 

why I previously argued that they are conversion factors within the capability of 

being educated in relation to ELET. Parental agency is therefore fundamental to 

minimise ELET risk. For disadvantaged parents to be actively engaged, they 

have to be “given the opportunity – in shaping their own destiny” (Sen, 1999, p. 

53) and that of their children. For development and poverty reduction activities to 

promote agency, “the people have to be seen… as being actively involved—

given the opportunity—in shaping their own destiny, and not just as passive 

recipients of the fruits of cunning development programs” (Sen, 1999, p. 53).  

This requires attention to the processes by which those outcomes are attained, 

particularly the extent to which different groups of people are able to engage 

actively and freely. Alkire (2008) suggests that: “Capabilities, like budget sets, 

convey information on the range of valuable opportunities that a person enjoys. 

In addition to capabilities or opportunity freedoms, development also should 

advance process freedoms” (p. 3). 

It is within this view that findings and discussion of the HSCL programme will be 

expanded below. Using Sen’s features of agency, hence targeting development 

within opportunity and process freedoms (Alkire, 2008), I will attempt to draw 

upon findings emerging from the HSCL programme in order to develop policy 

recommendations that could impact children’s agency within the capability of 
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being educated in relation to ELET. This will be followed by implications and 

recommendations within the Maltese context.  

 Agency Goals, Values and Assessment: The Provision of Educators 
who Liaise between School and Home  

In the previous chapter, I discussed how the functionings of school attendance, 

academic achievement, and educational wellbeing can be developed if both 

students and their parents are not limited by diverse capital to be able to value 

the capability of being educated in relation to ELET. I further argued that this 

does not solely depend on the child’s agency, but also on the parents’ agency.  

Findings emerging from the HSCL programme indicate that setting up a system 

that has an educator directly responsible for parental agency can aid in giving 

value to parents’ values and their assessment in order to provide a more socially 

just support system and reduce inequalities arising from family disadvantage 

(Borg et al., 2015; Ingram and Tarabini, 2018; Lareau, 2015). Consider the below 

extracts:  

Maya (the HSCL coordinator in her child’s school) has been so helpful. 
I didn’t know what to do. I kept receiving these messages that he 
wasn’t going to school. I was going through a depressive phase 
myself. We were alone, and although I did try to send him initially, I 
gave up after the first couple of days. It just became our routine. He 
stayed home and I stayed home. Miguel is not a young child anymore. 
I can’t physically drag him to school. Maya really was a blessing. If I 
have a problem with Miguel or the others, I just come to her. She calms 
me down and always helps. 

R: How did she help with Miguel?  

We made a plan. She came home, helped me talk to him. She gets 
him schoolwork right to our doorstep. Now, he’s gradually going back 
for a couple of days a week. She even helped me to book support for 
myself and him. (Elva, PI)  

I was so glad when Ms Charlene called me. She helped us so much. 
I know I can call her if I’m worried for Carl. When he doesn’t go to 
school, she checks on us.  

R: How?  

She would ask me if he’s sick or if I’m sick. If something happens at 
school, I tell her, and she helps me to explain to the teacher.  
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R: How do you feel about that?  

Oh, my mind’s at rest. My experience at school was awful. It’s like 
when Carl doesn’t want to go, I’m okay with it. But having Charlene 
there at school is great as I know she’ll call me if something’s not right. 
I don’t feel judged. It’s really great help for me. (Kelly, PI)  

Kelly’s and Elva’s experience is similar to the other parents’ experiences within 

the Irish context. Although most of these parents spoke about feelings of 

helplessness and not knowing how to act or engage when issues arose, such as 

the case of absenteeism, having the HSCL coordinator in the school was a 

turning point for both the parents and students involved. This is because the 

HSCL coordinator acted as a replacement to the lack of social and cultural family 

capital (Lareau, 2015) in order to immediately act upon arising issues and tackle 

related inequality gaps. In the case of children not attending school, a solution 

was sought together with the parents and children involved. The HSCL 

coordinator did not just give them appointments at school, but also visited their 

homes. This allowed not only the development of parental agency, but also a 

better understanding to identify any hidden inequalities between the school and 

home environment, as well as a better understanding of the agents’ value and 

assessment (Alkire, 2008). This is explained further in the below excerpt:  

I’d say that home visits are very helpful to understand what is going 
on with the child at home. We try to visit as often as possible, 
especially when there are issues.  

R: What do you do when you go for a home visit?  

The first thing is to get to know them. Drink a cup of tea. Chat. And 
then, just like that, they open up as, sometimes, you’re the only 
support they’ve got. I’ve learnt a lot from home visits. Sometimes, 
being a teacher, you don’t have the time to actually understand what 
your students are going through. You’re busy with curriculum and all 
the other stuff that goes on in class, you know? So, visiting their home 
is actually an eye opener. You get to see the reality which you wouldn’t 
see within a class, and I think, in my case, I changed.  

R: How?  

Well, it’s the way you see things. Like, you would get in touch with their 
difficulties. We tend to be privileged in so many ways; yet, we don’t 
realise it. Like, my main job is to work with the parents…but we also 
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hold meetings with the Principal, and we call the class teacher in to 
discuss what’s going on at home. We don’t even disclose the full 
details, but sometimes, the reality is so harsh that even they change 
their perception of the child and family.  

R: So, would you say this helps the child too?  

Oh, absolutely. The child is better supported at school because we 
work together with the family and teachers to work on a plan. The 
teachers would be more understanding, and in most cases, would 
alert us faster when the child is struggling, so we take action. (Niamh, 
HSCLI) 

Niamh explained that the HSCL coordinator acts on the parents’ agency by 

listening to their voices and consequently respecting their values. The parents’ 

own agency is developed through the gained capital of the HSCL coordinator 

thereby affecting parental engagement. Through home visits, the HSCL 

coordinator is able to identify family values and the needed support (lack of 

capital) which the parents could use in order to support their children, as well as 

school support (lack of capability set) that might be needed for the children to be 

included in an equitable way (Unterhalter, 2009). Consequently, I argue that, 

through the HSCL programme, not only is parental agency developed, thus 

impacting their engagement, but also educator engagement as they are in a 

better position to assess the agents’ values, both the parents’ and the children’s 

(Alkire, 2008). Niamh and other HSCL coordinators divulged that support in 

classrooms tends to be adapted for disadvantaged children once they identify 

home inequalities. This can only be done because of the respect they develop 

through home visits for the parents’ values and the bridge they manage to build 

between school and home due to their role as HSCL coordinators. The below 

extracts are further examples of this:  

R: Do you think your work as an HSCL coordinator helps the child, the 
parent, or both? And how?  

I’d say both. We support the parents by listening to them and trying to 
understand their background and personal fears or problems. I share 
the information with the Principal, and together, we decide what to 
share with class teachers. The teachers then would be more 
understanding. Say, for example, there’s a missing homework and the 
teacher knows that child is currently homeless or they’re really 
struggling at home, the approach usually changes. We would be there 

https://www.behindthename.com/name/niamh
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mainly because the child would be struggling in school or doesn’t show 
up. Those are our priority cases, but we do try to make contact with all 
families within the school. That’s why home visits are really helpful. 
(Ethna, HSCLI) 

Definitely both. If the child is experiencing issues at home, they will 
struggle at school. I try to understand what the family needs are to 
make things easier for them, so the child can feel better too. Home 
visits are a great help. You get information which you wouldn’t get from 
a regular meeting. The range of needs would vary. Sometimes, it 
means just helping them out in applying for support for their child. 
Other times, you get cases of abuse, where you have to alert welfare. 
Most would lack skills. But in the end, we always discuss their child’s 
school progress or issues. (Mairin, HSCLI) 

I therefore argue that, although from a policy perspective, the HSCL programme 

and thus, the role of the HSCL coordinator, were developed as a support for 

disadvantaged parents, they are also impacting the children’s agency within the 

capability of being educated in relation to ELET. This emerges as a striking 

difference from the Maltese context, where parents and teachers do not have 

such an opportunity, thereby perpetuating the risks of inequality within the 

capability of being educated in relation to ELET due to the limiting factors. 

Findings clearly indicate that the HSCL coordinator’s support in developing the 

parents’ agency and engagement is impacting the children’s functionings of 

attending school, academic achievement, and wellbeing. The extent of the 

functioning of academic achievement in particular is, however, unclear in this 

study’s findings as more research is needed to uncover this. Parents and 

teachers, however, clearly discuss that, through the HSCL coordinator, support 

was clearly an opportunity for both to engage in the children’s capability of being 

educated in relation to ELET, including academic achievement. Another strong 

implication that emerges is that the HSCL offers support that is coming from an 

educator in the school, rather than outside support, as would be in the case of a 

social worker who would visit homes. Although other out-of-school services might 

be needed, the fact that the first point of reference is available at school from an 

educator was found to be essential:   

R: How do you think that your role is different from that of outside 
support, such as, social workers visiting the home?  
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Oh, it’s very different. Parents tend to trust teachers more. We can 
build a proper relationship as we’re there to help. (Máirín, HSCLI) 

Well, here, having welfare knocking at your door is not always 
perceived positively. A teacher is seen more as a friendly figure. 
(Éimhear, HSCLI) 

The fact that they know us and we’re teachers makes a big difference. 
They open up to us. Most cases I meet would be hesitant in speaking 
to social workers. (Niamh, HSCLI) 

It is quite different as we are their point of reference. Like, we would 
report to welfare if needed, but we try to give them the support they 
need before that. (Ethna, HSCLI)  

Although teachers might be seen by parents as a point of reference, class 

teachers might be limited in their understanding of disadvantaged children due 

to limited access to information about the field of home, and have time constraints 

due to curricular demands, as opposed to HSCL coordinators who give specific 

support within this area. Although this perception emerged within both the 

Maltese and Irish contexts, within the latter, class teachers could liaise with the 

HSCL coordinators, thus feeling more empowered to tackle disadvantage, as 

opposed to class teachers in Malta, who felt mostly helpless, and found it hard to 

minimise educational inequalities that might arise. This often led to most teachers 

in Malta participating in this study perceiving the parents as not being engaged. 

Below are examples from the two contexts that summarise this:  

If I don’t get support from parents, there is not much I can do. Time 
with the students is what it is, and the curriculum is too vast. I can’t 
keep the others back because some parents are not interested in their 
child. (Jeannine, TM) 

The HSCL (coordinator) is great support for me. It’s not easy in class 
to deal with students experiencing family difficulties, but knowing a lot 
of things would be tackled with the HSCL, I can focus on other work in 
class. (Alannah, TI) 

I therefore argue that, having an educator at school who liaises directly with 

families by being their point of reference in schools, organising family home visits, 

and keeping active communication to try and understand their values and needs 

in order to discuss this with class teachers was found to be a direct link in 

impacting parents’ and educators’ agency. This also acts as the development of 

https://www.behindthename.com/name/ma10iri10n
https://www.behindthename.com/name/e10imhear
https://www.behindthename.com/name/niamh
https://www.behindthename.com/name/ethna
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an early warning system (EWS), which I previously discussed in Chapter 2 as 

being an essential tool in schools to build a whole-school approach. Acting on 

these main conversion factors eventually developed the students’ agency within 

the capability of being educated in relation to ELET. Home visits by educators 

and the HSCL coordinators themselves were therefore found to be a major tool 

to decrease the school-home gap because of diverse values. As discussed 

above, the HSCL educator can discuss with class teachers, SMT, and a 

psychosocial team what support is needed for the family in order to also minimise 

achievement gaps and poor attendance. Depending solely on the class teacher, 

who sees children only in class, and relies on information within the field of home 

based on the limited time during parents’ meetings, might further increase the 

gap (Spiteri, 2020; Day and Hong, 2016). Teaching in disadvantaged areas might 

need further support, such as the HSCL programme, as well as policy and 

practice change (Karlıdağ-Dennis et al., 2021; Ayaz and Karacan, 2021).  

Moreover, although the HSCL’s structure of home visits was limited due to 

COVID-19, this study endorses Ross et al. (2021), who highlight that coordinated 

support through the HSCL was essential during a time of crisis, such as, school 

closure. Similarly, parents in this study found HSCL support as essential help 

during the pandemic, despite the absence of home visits (Spiteri, 2020). Instead, 

contact was made through meetings at a distance in organised contact points 

that catered for basic needs. The below extracts from parents evidence this:  

It wasn’t like before, but thanks to her (HSCL coordinator), we got kids 
lunches, and she helped us in a couple of other issues. (Sinead, PI)  

I’m not sure how I’d have coped without Ms Elly (HSCL coordinator). I 
don’t have family to help, so she was great. (Paula, PI) 

We were really lost. I wasn’t sure what was going on at school. Ms 
Claire was a blessing. She got us food and masks. We talked about 
school and online, and she helped me with school stuff. (Casey, PI) 

During COVID-19, the HSCL coordinators not only helped to provide basic 

needs, but also acted as an organised point of reference to the parents in 

disadvantaged areas. They were additionally essential in identifying financial 

capital inequalities (no laptop for online schooling) and limited cultural or social 
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capital (lack of digital skills to use online school programmes or keep safe during 

COVID-19) that impacted children’s capability of being educated in relation to 

ELET. Although Malta offered multiple support during COVID-19 (Vassallo et al., 

2021), including financial capital, such as digital devices and free internet, given 

that no HSCL programme is present, I argue that support was scattered and 

might not have reached all disadvantaged students. Having a whole-school 

programme such as the HSCL programme can target equity support according 

to the families’ needs in order to ensure timely coordination and that the parents’ 

voices and students’ needs are met (Spiteri, 2020).  

This section thus discussed how the HSCL programme through the role of a 

designated educator supported disadvantaged parents and their children more 

effectively through a whole-school approach before and after COVID-19. 

Consequently, Figure 6.1 depicts the first policy recommendation targeting the 

capability of being educated in relation to ELET.  

Figure 6.1 Policy Recommendation 13  

 The Agent’s Effective Power, Direct Control, and Responsibility – 
The Development of Structures that Empower Parents by Enhancing 
Capabilities 

                                            

3 RCM – Recommendation  

RCM 1 The provision of an educator who liaises between school and 
home and supports an Early Warning System (EWS) 

A designated educator who gives support within a school context by working 
directly with parents and also visits disadvantaged families in their homes, or 
in a safe place chosen by the parents and educators, can help to develop an 
understanding of their values and bridge gaps between school and home. This 
support should be prioritised as the role of this coordinator can consequently 
increase parents’ agency and engagement by valuing the parents’ values and 
capabilities, and assessing the students’ values and needs within a 
disadvantaged context. This can help to minimise inequalities within both the 
school and home context, within regular schooling, and during a time of crisis 
such as a pandemic as it would support the development of an Early Warning 
System in schools.  
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In order for parents to have ‘effective power’ and ‘direct control’ (Alkire, 2008) in 

their children’s capability of being educated in relation to ELET, policies and 

practice need to offer opportunities that develop capabilities. If the agent’s 

resource set is limited, agency would be limited. In this case, parental agency, 

and hence, engagement in their children’s school attendance and achievement, 

would be limited if they have limited capital as this impacts their capability set. 

An HSCL policy manager, explains:  

The successful fruition of this project is in no small measure due to the 
outstanding work that these Coordinators do in building and sustaining 
positive relationships with parents and to the strong partnership that 
is being built between home, school and community. (Cited in DEIS, 
2014, p. 13)  

Through the support of the HSCL coordinators, and the relationship they build 

with parents, training is developed for parents by directly involving them in order 

to include their voices and values thereby enabling parents’ effective power and 

direct control. This contradicts Malta’s context which was also quite evident 

during the observation sessions, where training sessions for parents are found 

within an already organised programme for parental sessions which might not 

meet the needs of those hailing from disadvantaged backgrounds. This, I argue, 

could increase the parental inequality gap due to the lack of participation because 

of an already evident lack of capital or diverse class (Reay, 2000; Hornby and 

Lafaele, 2011).  

I therefore believe that, in order to develop favourable structures, parents need 

to have the opportunity to choose if they want to support their children or not 

according to what they value and given the opportunity to participate actively in 

this. The HSCL was found to develop social and cultural capital through specific 

programmes in the school that are targeted and designed according to the 

parents’ values, thus enhancing this opportunity. Apart from interviews, it was 

evident through observation sessions that training for parents was also organised 

by parents together with the HSCL coordinators. Below is an extract following an 

observation session and interviews on teaching literacy skills to students. This 

programme is organised together with the parents. Parents who would have 



 

131 

already participated in the training would help to deliver the training sessions for 

other parents.  

R: Do you only do training sessions for literacy skills?  

Not really. Training sessions for parents are a big part of the HSCL. 
They can range from keep-fit sessions, to digital sessions, healthy 
eating – helps in lunches too. It depends on the parents mostly.  

R: Can you explain the healthy eating part please? How does this help 
in lunches?  

We promote healthy eating in schools, but sometimes, parents lack 
the skills of organising healthy eating at home. So, we do these 
courses for them. So, it’s easier to send healthy lunches for the kids. 
We even speak about budgeting for this, which is very much needed 
when you’re working in poorer areas. The keep-fit sessions are 
sessions to get to build a relationship with them. They help me to build 
an open-door policy which is mostly important. (Mairin, HSCLI)  

Most training sessions in the HSCL programme do not follow a set programme, 

but are developed according to parents’ needs identified by the HSCL coordinator 

in the school. However, there are some set training programmes that are offered, 

for example, those targeting students’ literacy and students’ transition in post-

primary education, whose aim is to increase parental agency in targeting 

academic achievement, for example, in the case of literacy, and educational 

wellbeing, for example, in the case of transition. Despite being set, these 

programmes were directly developed by HSCL coordinators, and parents are 

actively involved even in the delivery of these sessions. Similarly, Malta offers a 

number of literacy sessions for parental agency development (in order to support 

children’s capabilities in literacy) (MFED, 2015; Spiteri, 2020). Nonetheless, a 

major difference in the literacy sessions for parents within the Maltese context is 

that these are not linked to other training sessions such as other parental 

capabilities, as found within the HSCL programme described by Mairin above. 

Another example is that the training programme for transition within the Maltese 

context tends to be more informational (limited to one or two sessions) (MFED, 

2015), as opposed to a full training programme developed and delivered by 

disadvantaged parents themselves with the support of HSCL educators within 

the Irish context (DEIS, 2019). Therefore, the two main identified differences 
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between the training sessions are that, within the Maltese context, they are not 

designed according to the parents’ voices and needs, and they are not linked to 

other needed capabilities. This limits parents’ effective power and direct control 

within their agency, as opposed to the HSCL which uses parental agency as a 

strength, as can be seen in the following extract from a training programme of 

transition: “The strength of this programme by way of impact and sustainability 

has, I believe, been due to the fact that parents themselves have been involved 

in all stages of design, training and delivery in the schools” (DEIS, 2019, p. 13). 

I therefore argue that the HSCL programme that includes parental empowerment 

training programmes can be viewed as a real opportunity for agency 

development within the CA framework (Robeyns, 2017). In fact, a striking 

difference between training organised through the HSCL in the Irish context and 

that within the Maltese context was that most teachers in Malta complained that 

some parents did not attend information sessions or training sessions. They often 

perceived this as parents who “needed it the most” (Corinna, TM) since their 

children would have issues at school (e.g., not attending school, academic 

difficulties, or issues of wellbeing). The below extracts are an example of this:  

The school has literacy information sessions, but the ones that should 
come don’t come. (Sharon, TM) 

He’s been going to nurture group (support programme for behaviour), 
but when the SMT called in parents, they didn’t attend. They never 
show up, even when we have meetings. (Ami, TM) 

It’s always the same. The ones who need these sessions most are the 
ones not to come. (Eileen, TM) 

The difference was also felt during COVID-19, when training provided by the 

HSCL was stopped. HSCL coordinators felt that it was an issue because they 

viewed training as an opportunity for parents to be empowered. It was additionally 

a missed opportunity for effective continuous communication, as is explained in 

the below excerpts by two HSCL coordinators:  

It’s a shame we could not do training during lockdowns. It had a great 
effect on how we could communicate to parents. Suddenly, there was 
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a gap. Calling or emailing is simply not the same. I didn’t find it 
effective. (Niamh, HSCLI)  

I used the phone mostly, but it’s not the same as having them around 
at school. It felt differently.  

R: Would you say that not having training was a kind of barrier to usual 
communication in providing support?  

Yes, I’d say it definitely was a barrier. Some parents just shut down. 
At least, in our case, we did meet them at the drop-off point for food, 
but at a distance. (Ethna, HSCLI) 

This opposes the Maltese context as, although teachers spoke about the lack of 

contact with students, none mentioned the lack of communication or training 

sessions with parents. The impact of the HSCL support through training in 

schools was therefore found in this study as acting as a link between school and 

home in order to increase effective power and direct control. The HSCL allows 

for an open-door policy as, through the HSCL room, parents have a safe place 

in the school which is linked to their field of ‘home’. This encourages them to build 

their own agency through the opportunities in the school, such as, the training 

programmes they help to organise themselves and participate in. There is no 

evident parental outreach within the Maltese context, but rather, scattered 

intervention programmes, such as training provided by different institutions, 

rather than by schools and their specific context, thus limiting the participation of 

the most disadvantaged parents. Although parental training programmes have 

more recently extended beyond literacy skills, targeting also other academic 

areas within the Maltese context, these require certain pre-owned cultural and 

social capital, which would limit the participation of those parents who do not 

already have such capital (Reay, 2000, 2018). 
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According to Alkire (2008), the “responsible agent” (p. 5) should also be able to 

assess their own responsibility in delivering agency in a given situation. In the 

case of parental agency and engagement within the capability of being educated 

in relation to ELET, parents, particularly those hailing from a disadvantaged 

background, should be assessed according to the context of the real options they 

have because of their capability set.  Therefore, in order for parents to have direct 

control and effective power, opportunities need to be designed with their specific 

needs in mind and within the context of their children’s school. These training 

programmes should not be scattered, but organised in a manner that targets the 

limitations they experience due to disadvantage. Consequently, Figure 6.2 

depicts the second recommendation for policy implications for parental agency 

and the capability to be educated in relation to ELET.  

Figure 6.2 Policy Recommendation 2  

 The Agent’s Wellbeing, Self and Others – Designing a Whole-School 
Approach to Support Students, Parents, and Teachers  

Wellbeing within an agency framework according to Sen implies an individual 

who is free to develop their own and others’ capabilities and functionings 

according to their values (Hart, 2012, 2019). In the case of students’ capability of 

being educated in relation to ELET, this implies that parents’ and educators’ 

wellbeing is also essential in order for them to support the students’ agency 

development, as discussed previously in Chapters 3 and 5. Findings indicate 

RCM 2 The development of structures that develop parents’ 
capabilities and empower their agency  

Schools should be made more accessible to parents, and include a space for 
parents to feel safe in the school and the established contact of the HSCL 
coordinator. Parents should take an active role in the design of training which 
should focus on developing their capability set, as happens within the HSCL 
programme. This, however, should not depend on the class teachers, who are 
already trying to create a positive environment in the classroom for students, 
but should be undertaken by the HSCL educator, who could develop 
programmes that target parents’ real needs. Developing parents with the right 
social and cultural resources could in turn impact students’ attendance, 
achievement, and wellbeing. 
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that, within the HSCL programme, parents’ wellbeing was one of the priorities in 

this strategy thereby affecting students’ wellbeing. Consider the below extracts:  

I am really grateful for the support I received. I wasn’t feeling well. It 
was a really bad moment. She organised free counselling sessions for 
myself. Claire also listened to me when needed.  

R: Has this helped in any way to support your children better at 
school?  

Yes, it did as I felt better. Counselling helped me a lot, so I started to 
feel better. At home, I was better. I didn’t sleep all the time, so I could 
look after them more. They noticed too. (Casey, PI) 

I’m not sure how this would have ended if it wasn’t for Luna. She’s 
helped me loads. I feel much better with her help.  

R: Has this helped in any way to support your children better at 
school?  

Sure. We talk about school and how I can help them more. But she 
helped me to work on myself. I had some problems. I’m better now as 
she helped me. She was there at the start of his first grade. It’s been 
four years now. She’s like family to us. (Sinead, PI)  

The above extracts show how the HSCL coordinator supports the parents’ 

wellbeing thereby acting on the children’s wellbeing. When the HSCL coordinator 

cannot give support directly, such as in the case of psychological support, they 

would still support by helping parents to apply for the necessary support which 

would be accessible to them. This also applies to lack of financial capital, where 

the HSCL would support parents to apply for free support for their children. 

However, it is evident that the support needed for parental agency cannot be 

given solely by the HSCL coordinator, who has to seek support from the 

community in order to support parental agency. The HSCL coordinator indeed 

liaises with two other programmes, namely, the School Completion Programme 

(SCP) and Educational Welfare Service Statutory (EWS) (DEIS, 2018). This 

implies that the HSCL coordinator does not act solely as the link between school 

and home, but also with the community and other services being offered. As an 

educator, the HSCL coordinator acts as a direct link with social welfare. Support 

within this scenario might be more effective than independent support provided 

in other contexts, such as in Malta (MFED, 2015; Eivers, 2019; Spiteri, 2020, 
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2021) which, despite providing welfare support, there is no such link between 

home, school, and welfare. Likewise, having support programmes that target 

solely a lack of financial capital, such as providing breakfast and lunches (though 

essential for basic capabilities and wellbeing), I argue, would not develop the 

capability to be educated on their own.  

Other stakeholders therefore, particularly within the welfare system, need to play 

an active part in order to have enabling systems that are conducive to wellbeing. 

This can be achieved through the stable link between school and home provided 

by the HSCL programme that works with other stakeholders that provide strategic 

actions within other policies, such as, social welfare. As discussed in previous 

sections, for example, parents’ wellbeing might also be impacted by a lack of 

financial capital. Unless this is targeted too, the HSCL coordinator might not be 

able to offer the right support. Below is one such example:  

The Principal gives us a budget, but sometimes, it is not enough. We 
have to organise training and use it for emergencies, but it is not 
always possible to support everyone. Sometimes, resources are 
limited. It gets very frustrating when you want to support a family, but 
have no resources available. (Niamh, HSCLI) 

This, however, was not always the case as other HSCL coordinators felt they had 

enough material resources to support families they met:  

I think it depends on the Principal, but in my case, I receive enough 
funds to be able to carry out training and support families. I would 
definitely say the budget is sufficient. (Ethna, HSCLI) 

Apart from resources, HSCL coordinators also mentioned their own wellbeing, 

and how they find that they, at times, lack support even though they receive initial 

training and have support programmes set up. Following initial training, the HSCL 

programme offers support to coordinators through two clusters, namely, the 

family cluster and the local cluster (DEIS, 2017). The family cluster meets once 

every one or two weeks and should be timetabled. It consists of peer support 

offered by other HSCL coordinators within the same area. The local cluster is a 

wider group of HSCL coordinators meeting between five and seven times yearly, 

and consists of structured meetings with a wider group of HSCL coordinators 
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working in other areas. HSCL coordinators in this study found this support to be 

very valuable. Findings however indicate that teachers’ and educators’ wellbeing 

in dealing with disadvantage might at times be neglected. Teachers too need to 

be offered training opportunities and a psychosocial team that supports their 

wellbeing in dealing with disadvantage (Thompson, 2017; Okkolin et al., 2018). 

The below extracts exemplify this:  

R: Is there anything you would actually change within the HSCL 
programme? For example, add something to it? Or change the way 
something is set up?  

I think what is neglected is our own wellbeing. Sometimes, it can get 
rough. Meeting with other HSCLs in my area is great support, but not 
enough. (Marian, HSCLI) 

I don’t think we receive sufficient training. You tend to learn along the 
way. (Ethna, HSCLI) 

I’m not sure if others feel the same, but I think I wasn’t trained enough 
for the actual job. I did get training, but I think, job shadowing should 
be a must before the start of this programme.  

R: Is job shadowing a must?  

No, but the HSCL before me took me on a couple of visits before the 
start of it, and for me, that was the ideal training. It was only possible 
because the Principal allowed it. 

R: Do you receive any training or support during your job?  

Yes, we meet up, and that’s great. We discuss issues together and 
organise training together. But I think specialised support would also 
help. (Eimhear, HSCLI) 

Similarly, within the Maltese context, class teachers divulged that they often find 

themselves in situations that they were not trained for, such as, dealing with 

violence or abuse. This situation was also similar during the COVID-19 lockdown, 

when teachers felt that many different demands were made on them which 

impacted their wellbeing. Mary’s extract below is an example of this:  

Teaching during COVID-19 lockdown was a total nightmare. I was 
expected to take care of my young children and teach 6 years through 
a laptop. I ended up exhausted, but no one ever asked how we were 
coping. (Mary, TM)  
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Some HSCL educators, despite having had training for their specific role, 

expressed how limited their initial training had been, adding that they often built 

skills during their years in the role. However, the HSCL team get weekly peer 

support as part of their job, which was found to be essential for their own 

wellbeing, albeit insufficient. However, during COVID-19, this was found to be a 

much needed support for their wellbeing as, despite online, they met regularly 

and gave support to each other. It is therefore recommended that training for 

those who would be HSCL educators would run in parallel with support 

programmes. This would be done through peer support, ongoing specialised 

training, and wellbeing support by psychosocial experts within the different areas, 

such as, counselling or specialised coaching sessions. Policy strategies that 

target ELET should consequently be developed not only around students’ 

wellbeing, but also around parents’ and educators’ wellbeing in order for them to 

be able to cater for themselves and others. Acting on conversion factors (Hart, 

2019; Biggeri et al., 2011; Hart and Brando, 2018) would minimise inequalities 

for children’s agency to develop the capability of being educated in relation to 

ELET. Therefore, Figure 6.3 summarises the third policy recommendation 

emerging from this study.  

Figure 6.3 Policy Recommendation 3 

 

 

 

RCM 3 Designing a whole-school approach to support students’, 
parents’, and educators’ wellbeing   

A whole-school approach to support implies that wellbeing support is 
provided not only to students, but also to parents. This can only be 
achieved if there is a concrete link between school, home, and the 
community, such as, the HSCL coordinator. Appropriate budget should 
be allocated to schools for such support. Educators’ support should also 
be planned through specialised training, such as, peer support, ongoing 
training, counselling, or coaching sessions by professionals. The 
capability of being educated in relation to ELET implies that students’, 
parents’, and educators’ wellbeing should also be prioritised within the 
school community.  



 

139 

 The Maltese Context: Contextual Challenges and Opportunities   

The above sections discussed three main policy recommendations to develop 

the capability of being educated in relation to ELET in a more socially just 

manner. This was achieved by analysing the case of the HSCL as a programme 

that provides support to disadvantaged families within the Irish context. This 

programme attempts to minimise inequalities between disadvantaged students 

and those who are not by identifying and giving support to disadvantaged 

parents. Within an SBAF lens, the HSCL support can be viewed as first 

identifying disadvantaged students’ inequalities within the fields of school and 

home (through Bourdieu’s factors, such as, lack of capital, as discussed in the 

previous sections), and consequently, supporting them within both fields by 

addressing parents’ needs in developing their agency and capabilities and by 

taking an active role in liaising between school, home, and the community. This 

programme was found to be unique within the EU, whose aim is to attempt to 

minimise inequalities within the capability of being educated in relation to ELET. 

This is now followed by implications and recommendations specific to their 

related Maltese contextual challenges and opportunities.  

 Identifying Educators within Malta’s Educational System who Liaise 
between School and Home in a Time of Teacher Shortage  

Although Malta is registering an increase in qualified teachers (NSO, 2020), it has 

in the last two scholastic years experienced an issue in the provision of class 

teachers (Cordina, 2021). This has also impacted the support provided as 

teachers who were previously giving support (e.g., literacy or nurture for 

wellbeing) were called to teach a classroom (Cordina, 2021). The HSCL within 

the Irish context identifies class teachers as the ones taking the role of the HSCL 

coordinators. This presents a contextual challenge within the Maltese context as, 

given the need for more teachers in classrooms, it is not possible to offer an HSCL 

programme by selecting a class teacher. I, however, argue that a Learning 

Support Educator (LSE) can be given the role of a HSCL coordinator since the 

Maltese context has a robust system of inclusive support for students with 

different needs in place, albeit limited to severe learning difficulties and disabilities 

(Eivers, 2019). LSEs provide one-to-one student support or shared student 
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support in classrooms which, I believe, is a limited view of inclusive support, and 

should therefore be extended to develop more inclusive systems, such as, the 

HSCL that targets family disadvantage. A learning support educator could be 

provided in each school to take up the role of the HSCL coordinator to liaise 

between home, school, and the community. Similar to the HSCL in Ireland, the 

LSE should have at least five years of experience working in that school, and 

despite qualified in inclusive training, should undergo initial training for the specific 

role. The LSE terminology could also be slightly modified to HLSE (Home 

Learning and School Educator) or HSE (Home and School Support Educator) in 

order for the role to be clearer in practice. In order for home visits to be provided, 

a pilot study could take place first in the early years of schooling where structures 

are more flexible. A review needs to be done for a full rollout of home visits and 

the HSE/HLSE’s role on a national level.  

 Providing Budget, Space, and Targeted Training to Develop Parents’ 
Agency and Capabilities within the Maltese Context  

Schools in Malta should have a designated budget for the identified educator to 

use in developing support training programmes for parents in the school. A space 

should also be allocated in the school, thus serving as a safe space for parents 

to feel welcome at school. Malta does not offer an open-door policy in schools 

for parents, as indicated in a recent review (Eivers, 2019). A designated area 

could make the parents feel more part of the school community, and retain the 

safe culture of schools within Malta’s context. Training should firstly target the 

development of parental agency and capabilities to enable parents to engage in 

their children’s education. This can be done if the designated educator takes time 

to get to know the parents within the school and home environment before 

developing any kind of training that attempts to develop capabilities.  

 Liaising with Nurture Group and Learning Zone Educators to Support 
Students', Parents', and Educators' Wellbeing  

In the Maltese primary and post-primary sectors, there are two main out-of-class 

wellbeing support programmes: nurture groups and learning support groups 

(MFED, 2020). Teachers work together with students in order to support their 

wellbeing. However, they only provide support within the school context. These 
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teachers should liaise with the designated educator in order to provide support 

to parents, thus enabling parental wellbeing in order for children’s wellbeing to 

improve holistically. The designated educator should also be given support 

through the provision of continuous training and peer network that meets 

fortnightly throughout the scholastic year. An emotional support programme 

could also be provided through after-school sessions to all educators in schools. 

Initial job shadowing could be addressed by providing training in Ireland to 

designated educators.  

 Concluding Implications: Developing Support for the Capability of 
Being Educated in relation to ELET in Malta and Beyond  

To summarise, this chapter first identified three main policy recommendations 

emerging from the HSCL case by discussing the development of possible 

opportunities to reduce inequalities within the capability of being educated in 

relation to ELET (discussed in Chapter 5). Given policy borrowing and learning 

implications, this section seeks to identify and provide recommendations for 

contextual challenges within the Maltese context. It is hoped that these policy 

recommendations and implications within the Maltese context enable the 

conversion factors of parental and educator engagement to be developed 

through an opportunity in practice similar to the HSCL experienced within the 

Irish context.  
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 Conclusion  

 Introduction: Summary of Main Research Findings  

Within an educational system, social justice can be evidenced through 

opportunities offered to all students, irrespective of their background (Karlıdağ-

Dennis et al., 2021; Cin et al., 2020; Spiteri, 2020; Ingram, 2011, 2018; Tarabini 

and Ingram, 2018; Cin and Walker, 2016; Reay, 2018). Malta has significantly 

lowered its ELET rate during the last ten years, but in the latest social justice 

index report within the EU and OECD, it still ranked 34th out of 41 countries in 

education (Hellmann et al., 2019). This implies that students hailing from 

disadvantaged backgrounds are experiencing lack of equity opportunities within 

Malta’s context, as was evidenced (albeit limited) in some studies (Borg et al., 

2015). The research questions identified in this study have supported the 

emerging findings of two main conversion factors within the capability of being 

educated in relation to ELET: parental engagement and educator engagement. 

Conversion factors might be limited due to family disadvantage which was 

explored through Bourdieu’s notions of capital, habitus and field and Sen’s 

agency and capabilities. This study has consequently sought to provide policy 

borrowing recommendations (Verger et al., 2018; Zajda, 2015; Phillips, 2015; 

Sabatier, 2005; Spillane et al., 2002) by analysing the HSCL through the SBAF 

to support these conversion factors and limit inequalities due to family 

disadvantage. These recommendations could be employed within different 

educational contexts in order to target these conversion factors (Figure 7.1).  
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Figure 7.1 The capability of being educated in relation to ELET: Summary of policy 

recommendations   

Using the SBAF framework (Hart, 2012, 2019), contextual recommendations for 

policy borrowing and learning within the Maltese context were drawn up. Figure 

7.2 illustrates and summarises an example of how these recommendations can 

be mapped out within a specific context such as Malta (Figure 7.2) by providing 

not only support in schools, but also within the home environment to develop an 

early warning system (EWS). This is directly linked to one of the strategic actions 

in Malta’s new ELET policy, namely, “a whole school approach to parental 

engagement” (Spiteri and Farrugia, 2021, p. 19). It is hoped that this study 

contributes to the development and implementation of a strategic action that 

expands the students’ agency and capability of being educated in relation to 

ELET to increase social justice within Malta’s educational context. Moreover, this 

can be the start of the development of an EWS in Malta which, to date, is non-

existent.  

RCM 1 The provision of an educator who liaises 
between school and home to target inequalities 
through an EWS (Early Warning System).

RCM 2 The development of enabling systemwide 
social structures such as a safe space and inclusive 
training in schools to develop parents’ agency and 
capabilities. 

RCM 3 The design of a whole-school support 
programme to support students', parents', and 
educators' wellbeing. 
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Figure 7.2 Using the SBAF to develop an equity-based policy opportunity to tackle family 

disadvantage and ELET in Malta 

 Contribution to Knowledge  

This thesis makes an empirical substantial contribution to knowledge since it may 

well be the first in Europe to use the SBAF to investigate the relationship between 

ELET risk factors and a prevention policy that targets parental agency and 

development of capabilities and therefore furthers our understanding of this 

relationship in several ways. These can be grouped together under two main 

substantial contributions to knowledge, the first being within an identified ELET 

literature gap of studies within the early and primary years of schooling in relation 

to ELET and family disadvantage. The second within policy and practice on ELET 

by developing recommendations for policy borrowing and implementation within 

the Maltese context. Figure 7.3 summarises these contributions which are also 

further discussed below.  
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Figure 7.3 Summary of Contributions to Knowledge 

 Contributing to Literature on ELET  

Literature within the area of ELET often only focuses on upper secondary and 

higher education students due to the definition of ELET including only those who 

have obtained their upper secondary education certificate or not. This study has 

instead contributed to this gap by looking at schooling as a process that starts 

from the early and primary years. Previous studies on ELET, mainly focused on 

risk factors of students who do not proceed to higher secondary education and 

hence tend to have more limited job opportunities, often identifying family 

disadvantage as a main limiting factor (Van Praag et al., 2018; Nouwen et al., 

2016; Van Caudenberg et al., 2017; Ingram, 2011). More recent studies tend to 

also focus on identifying inequalities due to personal, social and institutional 

factors causing ELET (Borg et al., 2015; Downes, 2013, 2020; Downes and 

Cefai, 2016).  This study, has built on this literature and contributed by uniquely 

exploring the relationship of family disadvantage and inequalities within the 

Capability of Being Educated in relation to ELET.  This can be useful to other 

researchers and policy makers, that want to explore the relationship of these risk 

factors within this Capability in order to develop early warning systems and a 

whole school approach to tackle ELET by minimising educational inequalities.   

ELET Literature

Exploring ELET risk factors in relation to family 
disadvantage in the early years and primary years of 
schooling 

ELET risk factors in relation to family disadvantage 
following Covid-19 

Using the SBAF to identify conversion factors within the 
Capability of Being Educated in relation to ELET 

Contributing to parental engagement literature in 
relation to disadvantage, developing capabilities and 
children's agency 

ELET Policy and Practice 

Exploring the HSCL as a possible policy transfer within 
another context 

Analysing the HSCL policy in relation to ELET through 
the SBAF by identifying limiting factors  

Developing contextual recommendations for the 
development of an equity socially-just policy based 
opportunity 

Contributing to policy and practice strategic measures 
that advocate for developing support within both the 
field of school as well as the one at home 
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There is limited evidence, if any, of research that focuses on prevention 

measures and their implications starting from the early years and primary years 

of schooling. To date, there is no such research in Malta, particularly since 

literature on ELET is quite limited. This study might also be one of the first studies 

that explores ELET through the SBAF (Hart, 2012, 2019) within Europe. This has 

supported the analysis of a prevention measure in disadvantaged settings and 

its relationship with ELET. The use of SBAF has not only supported the 

identification of ELET risk factors within diverse contexts, but has also allowed to 

identify conversion factors that impact children’s agency within the capability of 

being educated in relation to ELET.  Hence this study contributes also to a 

growing body of literature that discusses enabling factors and systems for 

children to be active social agents (Biggeri et al., 2011; Brando, 2020; Hart and 

Brando, 2018). 

Few studies within the ELET field, have been able to link parental engagement, 

or lack thereof, within the first years of schooling, to an increase risk of ELET 

(Donlevy et al., 2019; Eivers, 2019). Identifying parental engagement and 

educators’ engagement as two main conversion factors in relation to ELET risk 

and limiting factors, can support the analysis and development of strategies to 

prevent ELET and will surely support multiple stakeholders who are working 

within the field including educators and policy makers.  

Exploring ELET through a social justice theory has therefore allowed for a deeper 

understanding not only of inequalities experienced within the ‘field’ of school by 

those at risk of ELET due to disadvantage (Bourdieu, 1997; Bourdieu and 

Passeron, 1977; Reay, 2004 a, b), but also of inequalities experienced within the 

‘field’ of home and their link to capabilities and agency (Sen, 1985; Hart, 2019). 

In fact, it also contributes to literature on parental engagement within both ELET 

literature and social justice theories. While some theories suggest that parental 

engagement can exacerbate inequalities between those that are at a 

disadvantage and those that are not such as parents hailing from different social 

classes (Reay, 2018; Laureau and Weininger, 2003) this study contributes to 

knowledge by exploring a specific parental engagement programme developed 

and implemented for disadvantaged parents. Therefore, it may well be one of the 
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first studies that, rather than exploring parental engagement, or lack thereof, as 

a possible inequality in education, it attempts to also analyse the possibility of 

developing disadvantaged parents’ agency and capabilities to increase 

opportunities that are more socially just for disadvantaged students starting from 

the first years of schooling (Epstein, 2005, 2018; Conaty, 2002).  

Within a broader perspective, this study is also contributing to literature on 

educational disadvantage in times of Covid-19 and beyond. Emergent research 

is currently raising the alarm that Covid-19, might have increased the gap for 

disadvantaged students (Eivers et al., 2020). This study supports these claims 

and calls for researchers and policy makers to take immediate action in order to 

make sure that the gap between disadvantaged students and not, does not grow 

wider.  

 Developing Equity-Based policy opportunities within ELET policy and 
practice  

Studies that focus on concrete policy actions that can be developed to target 

ELET risk factors hardly exist (Donlevy et al., 2019; Tarabini and Ingram, 2018; 

Tarabini and Jackovkis, 2021). This study aimed to fill this research gap and 

explored ELET through the SBAF to not only identify the risk factors at a much 

earlier stage than secondary education, but also to analyse the possibility of 

developing a policy preventive strategic action that could be borrowed and 

developed within another context. This study could very much be the first to 

explore the possibility of borrowing the HSCL as a prevention and ELET strategic 

action within another context.  

It hence further contributes to policy learning and borrowing theories (Phillips, 

2015; Philips and Ochs, 2003; Sabatier, 2005) in education by identifying policy 

recommendations through a social justice theory, that of the SBAF (Hart, 2012, 

2019). This can support researchers and policy makers within other contexts that 

attempt to tackle ELET through the development of an equity-based policy 

opportunity that complement the SBAF. Another main contribution is that it 

provides an example of policy recommendations developed through a socially 

just research-driven approach through the SBAF to first learn about the HSCL 
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and then decide whether or how to borrow it (figures 7.2, 7.3.). In fact, this study 

is unique within the Maltese context where to date no such policy practice exists 

and ELET literature is scarce and mostly focuses on ELET risk factors within 

upper secondary and higher education (Borg et al., 2015; Eivers, 2019). Taking 

a socially just research-driven approach followed by policy borrowing and 

learning processes of already existing support systems such as the HSCL, as 

was done in this study, could support the development of much needed equity-

based policy actions in education (Donlevy et al., 2019; Eivers, 2019).   

Whilst family disadvantage is considered a limiting factor within ELET literature 

(Borg et al., 2015; Calarco, 2014; Donlevy et al., 2019; Tarabini and Ingram, 

2018; Tarabini and Jackovkis, 2021) concrete prevention strategies within both 

the school and home environment, to minimise this inequality from the first years 

of schooling were found to be lacking within policy and practice (Conaty, 2002; 

Donlevy et al., 2019). This study might well be one of the first to provide insights 

into inequalities regarding family disadvantage through the SBAF lens and how 

to tackle them in practice, by looking at parental engagement as a conversion 

factor within the capability of being educated in relation to ELET. Developing 

support measures that solely target the school environment while excluding the 

home environment might perpetuate and increase these inequalities. I have 

argued that a strategic measure that targets both the school and home 

environment within policy and in practice, can support the conversion factor of 

parental engagement by developing capabilities and agency not solely of parents 

but also of children. This could be very valuable knowledge for educational 

practictioners such as teachers, heads of school and school principals.  

 Recommendations and Implications: Merging Policy and Research  

Based on this study’s findings, several recommendations for policy 

implementation and research can be proposed. The first is that the EU ELET 

definition should not limit data that is only collected for those aged between 18-

24 years and only hold lower secondary qualification. More research should start 

from the early years of schooling in order to identify limiting factors, such as, 

family disadvantage. This could aid policymakers and practitioners in providing 
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support to minimise inequalities, rather than allow for them to keep increasing. 

Although the EU does recommend devising policies using prevention, 

intervention, and compensation pillars (Downes et al., 2019), more research 

tends to be conducted within the compensation pillar, that is, when students have 

only obtained a lower secondary certificate and cannot proceed to post-

compulsory education. This highlights a main research gap that needs to be 

addressed, such as, limiting factors pertaining to each context in the early years 

of schooling. Perhaps if the ELET definition is amended to reflect the journey of 

the student that starts from an early age, more research linked to ELET would be 

encouraged within prevention and intervention stages, hence at an early stage 

of schooling, thus limiting the inequalities experienced by disadvantaged 

students and families.  

The second recommendation is that limiting factors emerging from this study 

within the capability of being educated, mainly absenteeism, achievement, and 

wellbeing, cannot be solely dealt with through school support. Support should be 

provided both within the home and school context. Class teachers cannot target 

inequalities alone. They need the support of other educators and also parents. 

Parental engagement should not target solely middle-class families, but should 

be developed to increase the capabilities of those parents who do not have 

similar capital, thus preventing further inequalities. Policies that recommend 

parental involvement and limit it to parent-teacher conferences and training 

sessions might further increase inequalities between middle-class students and 

those who are not (Reay, 2018). Findings from this study show how a programme 

such as the HSCL is an example of good practice of how family disadvantage 

can be tackled both at school and at home. Findings also point out that, even 

though such a programme is in place, inequalities still exist, but are minimised, 

as opposed to contexts, such as Malta, that do not offer such a programme to 

target family disadvantage. More research could be carried out in order to identify 

the extent to which such programmes that target parental engagement are also 

supporting factors, such as, achievement and aspirations (Hart, 2019). This was 

another identified research gap since there are limited studies that analyse good 
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practice of developing parental capabilities to expand their agency and that of 

their children in relation to achievement, aspirations, and ELET.  

The third and final recommendation pertains to policy borrowing and learning in 

practice within the field of ELET. Taking into account the criticism and literature 

gaps in understanding policy borrowing and learning (Verger et al., 2018), which 

can be perceived as limitations in policy change, this study recommends to 

complement Phillips’ (2015) model by merging a policy learning and policy 

borrowing process through a specific socially just research-driven approach and 

developing recommendations for the limiting factors arising from ELET. This can 

be done by considering the context from the initial stages, not only of the 

countries involved, but also of the specific subject, that is, ELET. Policies that are 

research driven through a learning process, rather than simply borrowed, could 

ensure greater success within the diverse contexts. Consequently, I contend that, 

for a policy borrowing and learning model to be successful, specific guidelines 

need to be in place for the specific country’s problem, not merely its context. 

Building upon Phillips’ (2015) ‘Policy Borrowing in Education: Composite Model’, 

and developing an ‘ELET: Merging Policy Learning and Borrowing to promote 

equity and change’, policymakers can learn and develop recommendations from 

other EU countries’ good practice in the field of ELET to initiate change in their 

own country.  
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Figure 7.4 ELET: Merging Policy Learning and Borrowing to promote equity and change 

through the HSCL programme 

 Limitations  

The main limitation in this study is that, given that it is a qualitative study, more 

research would be needed in order to make further generalisation claims. For 

example, this research cannot conclude that expanding disadvantaged parents’ 

capabilities increases students’ achievement as a quantitative approach would 

Identified Problem/s within a specific country's context (Malta): 

What is the identified problem, and what are the specific characteristics and 
risk factors? 

High incidence of ELET 

Lack of prevention measures to target SES students who are at a high risk of 
ELET 

Lack of a national whole-school approach and policy 

ELET indicators (absenteeism, low academic achievement, poor wellbeing) 
higher in cases of family disadvantage 

Policy Borrowing Research: 

What can or cannot be borrowed 
given the cultural context of the 
identified problem and countries 

in relation to the HSCL? 

Change: 

(Merge policy learning and policy borrowing): 

Draw up specific policy recommendations to 
change identified problems within a given time-

frame and the specific context.

a. Can the HSCL, or parts of it, be borrowed to 
solve identified problems? 

b. Develop a feasible research-driven solution for 
identified problems. 

Policy Learning Research: 

What can we learn specifically 
about the identified problem 

within each context in relation to 
the HSCL? 
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need to be undertaken for such a claim. Nor does this study claim that the three 

limiting factors in the capability to be educated in relation to ELET are the only 

limiting factors within this capability. Other contexts within or outside the EU might 

have other limiting factors (other than absenteeism, academic achievement, and 

wellbeing), such as, gender, which is a strongly recognised ELET marker in other 

countries (Karlıdağ-Dennis et al., 2021; Cin et al., 2020). While EU statistics point 

out that more females than males obtain upper secondary qualification, other 

countries might have more females who are not even allowed to attend school 

due to cultural issues, hence a diverse habitus, field, or capital. Although a 

diverse sample was selected for this study, gender issues did not emerge within 

both contexts, which could be a limitation in itself. This could however lead to 

another study within other contexts that investigates limiting factors within the 

capability of being educated in relation to ELET. This could indicate other factors 

impacting this capability, including gender issues.  

Another limiting factor was the COVID-19 pandemic as the mitigation measures 

impacted the methodology, thus necessitating the development of another data 

collection phase. Given the circumstances, this study has however contributed 

to emerging literature on the impact of COVID-19 on inequalities in education 

(Spiteri, 2021), and will hopefully inspire other researchers to follow suit.  

Given that the HSCL programme runs in parallel with another two programmes 

(SCP and the EWS), other research is recommended to better understand how 

the capability of being educated in relation to ELET can be developed through 

these programmes as well. Although this research can be considered limited as 

it did not look into these two other programmes, it was a conscious decision 

because these were only developed after more than ten years that the HSCL 

programme was set up and evaluated. Additionally, since a great part of the 

research was carried out in another educational context other than my own, I 

might have overlooked some important factors within that context. However, the 

nature of my work and extensive research carried out prior to this study within 

the Irish context have enabled me to obtain a better understanding of the culture 

within this context.  
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 Final Concluding Reflections  

I embarked on this study with the aim of developing support for disadvantaged 

students at risk of ELET in Malta. Despite the supporting theories on the 

importance of both children’s agency and those advocating for parental 

engagement, I was aware that parental engagement policy initiatives can 

exuberate inequalities. Through this study, I have become more aware of social 

injustices in developing policies for the most disadvantaged by listening to the 

voices of parents and educators. I am now a greater advocate for research-driven 

policies derived from the voices of the most vulnerable, which is how a major part 

of the second recently launched ELET policy in Malta was developed. The new 

policy aims to develop strategic actions that target not only attainment, but also 

the agency of students, parents, and educators by developing practical 

opportunities to develop their capabilities (Spiteri and Farrugia, 2021). It has 

always been my aim to bring change within policy and practice in order to develop 

more socially just practices within education. Thanks to this study, a research 

project at my workplace was launched in 2021 in the hope of developing and 

transforming support to minimise inequalities by targeting conversion factors 

(parental and educator engagement) within the capability of being educated in 

relation to ELET.  
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4 European Education and Culture Executive Agency, Eurydice, Baïdak, N., De Coster, I., 

Sicurella, A. (2021) The structure of the European education systems 2021/22. 

Publications Office.   
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APPENDIX D: Final Thematic Web (abridged)  

  The capability of 
being educated 

in relation to 
ELET 

Family Disadvantage in 
Malta and Ireland 

Similar inequalities in Malta and Ireland: Lack of financial, social and 
cultural capital  

Impacts: Absenteeism, Achievement, Wellbeing  

Parental Engagement and Educators’ Engagement 

Conversion Factors 

Disadvantaged Children’s Agency, Parents’ Agency and ELET risk  

Policy:  

Identify limiting factors, support within school and home, whole school 
approach, enhance parental agency, develop capabilities – HSCL  

Absence of targeted support within both school and home increases 
inequalities – No HSCL or similar  



 

186 

List of most used Abbreviations  

CA  Capability Approach  

DEIS  Delivering Quality of Opportunity in Schools (Ireland)  

ELET   Early Leaving from Education and Training  

ESL  Early School Leaving  

EU  European Union  

HSCL  Home School Community Liaison  

MFED  Ministry for Education (Malta) 

SBAF  Sen Bourdieu Analytical Framework  
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