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 6. “We hold on to the ones we have”: 
Addressing School Mobility to Facilitate 
‘Stable’ Educational Trajectories, a Case-

study of an Urban High School in Flanders

Rut Van Caudenberg, Noel Clycq, Ward 
Nouwen and Christiane Timmerman

Introduction

In so-called knowledge societies with growing demands for highly skilled labour, 
educational credentials have become increasingly important to be able to enter 
the labour market and fully participate in society (Lamb & Markussen, 2011). 
In this context, young people who leave education without an upper secondary 
education diploma – oft en a minimum requirement to access these knowledge-
driven labour markets – run the risk of being faced with a lack of economic 
opportunities, long-term unemployment, poverty, welfare dependence and social 
exclusion (Lamb & Markussen, 2011; Rumberger & Lim, 2008; Nicaise, 2012). 
Early school leaving – and identifying its causes – is very complex and has been 
the subject of a growing number of studies over the past decades (for a review of 
the literature see e.g. Rumberger & Lim, 2008; De Witte, Cabus, Th yssen, Groot, 
& van den Brink, 2013). Overall, this body of research suggests that early school 
leaving is a multi-layered and long-term process that is infl uenced by a large 
variety of intertwined factors that have to do with the individual student, the 
family, the school, the community and the broader societal context in which the 
student lives. Early school leaving is also an important indicator of inequalities in 
education (European Commission, 2017). In Flanders, administrative data show 
for instance that 22.1% of the secondary school students who do not have Dutch 
as their main home language leave school early, compared with ‘only’ 7.3% of the 
students who do (Flemish Ministry of Education and Training, 2017). PISA data 
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confi rm this trend and demonstrate that, apart from extremely persistent socio-
economic inequalities in educational opportunities, Flanders has an educational 
system in which the educational achievement gap between native students and 
students with a migration background is among the highest ( Jacobs & Danhier, 
2017). 

One issue that has received only limited attention in the academic literature 
on early school leaving is school mobility1, i.e. changing schools for reasons 
other than promotion from one year to the next. While students traditionally 
make foreseen school changes at specifi c points in time during their educational 
trajectory (e.g. when changing from primary school to secondary school), a 
considerable number of them also change schools during or in between school 
years for non-promotional reasons. In Flanders, research shows that more than 
a quarter of secondary school students change school once or more (Lamote et 
al., 2013). Like early school leaving, school mobility is more pronounced among 
specifi c social groups, and tends to occur more oft en among students with a lower 
socio-economic and/or migration background (Flemish Ministry of Education 
and Training, 2014). Even though some school changes are purposeful, ‘strategic’ 
moves initiated by the students or their families, e.g. as a choice to attend a 
(presumed) higher-quality or better-fi tting school, in the literature most non-
promotional school changes are seen as planned or unplanned ‘reactive’ moves 
in response to negative factors over which the student has little or no feeling 
of control (Rumberger, Larson, Ream, & Palardy, 1999; Gasper, DeLuca & 
Estacion, 2012; Lee & Burkam 2003). In this case, non-promotional school 
changes can be the result of students’ dissatisfaction with a particular school 
and the feeling of being pushed away, e.g. because of a bad relationship with 
a teacher, an unwelcoming or uncaring school environment, or experiences of 
discrimination or racism. Furthermore, more explicit disciplinary actions taken 
by a school (e.g. suspension/expulsion) or broader educational policies (e.g. 
certifi cation policies) can also impose ‘reactive’ school mobility on a student. 
Empirical evidence suggests that these non-promotional ‘reactive’ school changes 
can have detrimental eff ects on students’ educational careers (Rumberger & 
Larson, 1998; Gasper et al., 2012; South, Haynie, & Bose, 2007; Lamote et al., 
2013), and can moreover infl uence students’ self-confi dence and psychological 
and social well-being (Rumberger et al., 1999; Swanson & Schneider, 1999; Ream 
& Stanton-Salazar, 2007). 

However, school mobility aff ects not only the students who change schools 
but also their non-mobile peers as well as teachers and schools that are 
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confronted with mobile students, as it impacts on the general school climate and 
the curricular pace, and disrupts classroom learning activities (Rumberger et al., 
1999; Kerbow 1996; South et al. 2007; Van Praag, Boone, Stevens & Van Houtte, 
2015). Consequently, we can assume that limiting disruptive school mobility is in 
the interest not only of mobile students but also of the schools they are attending. 
If students change school because they (feel they) are being pushed away from 
their school, this implies that schools play an important role in triggering school 
mobility; however, it also means that schools can also take up a crucial role in 
tackling it. In this study we focus on one particular urban secondary school 
in Flanders that is actively committed to limiting school mobility within the 
school in an attempt to facilitate so-called ‘stable’ educational trajectories and 
consequently also reduce early school leaving. More specifi cally, we will use 
qualitative interview data and school documents to (1) examine the strategies 
the school adopts to increase their ‘holding power’ and (2) study the underlying 
rationale behind these strategies from the perspective of the school personnel. 
As a school that predominantly serves students with a migration background 
from families with a lower socio-economic status who fi nd themselves in socially 
vulnerable positions – and which therefore can be considered a ‘high-risk’ 
context for school mobility and early school leaving – it makes for a particularly 
interesting case study that will allow us to further our understanding of the role 
that school-level policy initiatives and practices can play in infl uencing students’ 
educational trajectories. Before presenting our case study and our fi ndings, fi rst 
we briefl y discuss some specifi c features of the Flemish educational system that are 
central to understanding the occurrence of school mobility within this context. 

School mobility in the Flemish educational context 

In the Flemish educational context, school mobility is strongly linked to what 
is oft en referred to as ‘unstable school careers,’ indicating school careers in 
which students change school and/or educational track once or several times 
throughout their educational trajectory, possibly aft er exclusion from specifi c 
courses or tracks or expulsion from particular schools. Th ese unstable school 
careers are to a certain extent a central part of Flemish (secondary) education 
as a result of several systemic features. First of all, secondary education in 
Flanders is characterised by an offi  cially regulated early as well as rigid tracking 
structure that sorts students in specifi c educational pathways that steer towards 
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diff erent futures: a general or academic track (ASO) that orients students toward 
higher education, a technical track (TSO) that prepares students for either 
(professional) higher education or skilled technical professions, or a vocational 
track (BSO) that leads more directly to particular lower skilled professions on 
the labour market. Although offi  cial educational policy presents the diff erent 
tracks as equally important and valuable (Clycq, Nouwen, Van Caudenberg & 
Timmerman, 2015), in practice a clear hierarchy exists in which the general track 
is placed at the top and the vocational track at the bottom of the ladder of social 
prestige (Clycq, Nouwen & Vandenbroucke, 2014; Van Praag et al., 2015; Stevens 
& Vermeersch, 2010). Because of this status hierarchy, many students and their 
parents tend to opt for the (high status) general track when starting secondary 
education; however, a considerable number of them will sooner or later be 
reoriented towards (lower status) technical or vocational tracks, a process known 
as ‘streaming down the waterfall’ (Van Praag et al., 2015; Baert, Cockx, & Picchio, 
2016). Th is ‘downward mobility’ is institutionalised in the educational system 
by means of a certifi cation system that regulates students’ individual educational 
trajectory. Th is certifi cation system includes three diff erent types of binding 
certifi cates that a student can receive at the end of the school year: an A-certifi cate 
that allows the student to proceed to the next year and continue in the same 
educational track, a C-certifi cate that obliges the student to repeat the year in 
the same educational track or in a diff erent (lower) track, and a B-certifi cate that 
lies in between an A-certifi cate and a C-certifi cate and gives the student a choice 
between either repeating the year in the same track or proceeding to the next year 
while being confronted with some specifi c restrictions for certain tracks, usually 
implying streaming ‘down’ on the metaphorical waterfall (Lamote, Pinxten, 
Van Den Noortgate & Van Damme, 2014; Spruyt, Laurijssen & Van Dorsselaer, 
2009). In Flanders the majority of schools are organised around specifi c tracks, 
with schools that focus either on off ering education within the general track or 
education within the technical and/or vocational track (Van Houtte, 2006), 
therefore changing track as the result of a B- or C-certifi cate will oft en also entail 
changing schools. 

Another central feature of the Flemish educational system is the high level of 
autonomy that schools have as a result of the fundamental principle of ‘freedom of 
education’ as a constitutional right. Schools have to comply with certain general 
regulations regarding e.g. the educational structure and specifi c developmental 
goals and curriculum targets to be eligible for government funding from the 
Flemish Ministry of Education; but other than that they are relatively free in 
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developing and implementing their own school policies and curricula. In this 
same line, schools and teachers also have considerable power and autonomy when 
it comes to evaluating their students. Th ere are no standardised tests; instead, at 
the end of each school year, students are evaluated by their teachers in so-called 
‘deliberations’. During these deliberations, for each individual student the teachers 
and supporting staff  decide in a group which certifi cate the student will receive. 
Th ere are no standard procedures for these deliberations so, in principle, each 
school is free to decide on its deliberation policy and evaluation criteria. Oft en, 
these deliberations are not only about the student’s academic results but other 
issues such as student behaviour and perceived motivation may play a role as well, 
particularly in the lower status technical and vocational track (Stevens, 2007; 
2012). Research furthermore shows that the way teachers evaluate their students 
can be biased and that, even when controlling for academic performance, ethnic 
minority students (particularly from Moroccan and Turkish backgrounds) and 
students from lower SES families are more oft en oriented towards lower status 
tracks or confronted with grade retention (Spruyt et al., 2009). Individual schools 
and their teaching body thus play a crucial role in the educational trajectories of 
their students but there is only minimal control over or information on how they 
orient them.

Th e freedom of education principle implies not only a high level of autonomy 
for schools but also ‘free school choice’. Students are not formally assigned 
to a specifi c school nor is there a requirement to attend a school in the direct 
neighbourhood (Van Houtte, Demanet & Stevens, 2012). Th is free school 
choice applies not only to traditional school transitions, but also to school 
changes between or during school years. While in some exceptional cases schools 
can refuse to enrol a student in the middle of a school year (for instance if a 
student wants to re-enrol in a school s/he was excluded from up to 2 years earlier, 
or if a school can prove that it does not have suffi  cient ‘capacity’ to take on a 
student who left  another school as a result of disciplinary action or expulsion), in 
principle students may generally (choose to) change schools at any point in time, 
provided the school they are changing to has an open place. Th is phenomenon 
of changing schools ‘when one pleases’ is oft en referred to by school personnel 
and policymakers as ‘school s/hopping’. While particularly middle class families 
benefi t from the free school choice principle at traditional school transition 
moments, since they possess the necessary resources – to access information about 
educational options, to invest in school searching, to pay extra transportation 
costs etc. – to send their children to what are considered high-quality schools 
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(Nouwen & Vandenbroucke, 2012; Ambler, 1994); school s/hopping between 
or during school years resulting in ‘unstable school careers’ is more pronounced 
among lower SES and ethnic minority students, and among students in lower 
status vocational tracks (Flemish Ministry of Education and Training, 2014; 
Van Praag et al., 2015). Data from the Flemish Ministry of Education and 
Training (2014) furthermore show that in the vocational track around 28% of 
school changes during the school year are the result of expulsion. Based on these 
insights, we therefore argue that school mobility or so-called ‘school s/hopping’ 
resulting in unstable educational trajectories should not be considered as merely 
a result of free school choice of students and their parents, but also of the way 
individual schools function and how they use their autonomy to address their 
student population within this broader educational context. We will explore 
this further by examining how the issue of school mobility is being dealt with in 
one particular urban secondary school in Flanders with relatively ‘low’ school-
mobility rates compared to other schools with similar profi les regarding their 
student bodies (i.e. a relatively high number of socially vulnerable students with 
a migration background) and their place within the educational landscape (i.e. 
schools that predominantly off er education within the lower esteemed technical 
and vocational tracks).

Methods and research setting

Th e data on which this chapter builds were collected in the framework of the 
European research project entitled ‘Reducing Early School Leaving in Europe 
– RESL.eu’. As part of this broader research project, qualitative fi eldwork was 
conducted in 28 secondary schools in urban areas across seven EU countries to 
evaluate school-based prevention and intervention measures that (indirectly) 
focus on tackling early school leaving (see Nouwen, Clycq, Braspenningx & 
Timmerman, 2015). In this chapter, we use a qualitative case-study approach 
(Merriam, 1998; 2009) and draw on the data that were collected in one specifi c 
school (School A) that was part of the Flemish case selection. A qualitative case-
study approach is well suited to research about a specifi c programme or institution 
(Merriam, 2009) and allows us to focus on one particular entity (School A) to 
explore in-depth the strategies this school uses to limit school mobility, as well as 
the rationales underpinning these strategies. 

Reprint from ‘Migration and Integration in Flanders’  -  ISBN 978 94 6270 145 8  -  ©, Leuven University Press, 2018



“we hold on to the ones we have” 157

Description of the case
School A is a publicly funded but privately operated Catholic secondary school 
situated in a large multi-ethnic city in Flanders (the northern Dutch-speaking part 
of Belgium). Th e school has approximately 600 students and provides courses in 
the vocational and technical track, and since 2010 also in the general track. Th e 
large majority of the students are in the vocational track and to a lesser extent 
the technical track. Th e school also off ers so-called reception classes (OKAN) 
that non-Dutch speaking migrant youth between 12 and 18 years old who have 
recently arrived in Flanders have to attend for one year before they can continue 
on to regular secondary education. Th e school has two buildings that are located 
close to one another. One building off ers primarily business-oriented fi elds of 
study on the general, technical and vocational tracks. In the other building the 
focus is on education in fashion and care on the vocational and technical track. 

School A predominantly attracts students that live in the direct neighbourhood, 
which is one of the most densely populated areas of the city with a high number of 
inhabitants with a migration background – primarily of Moroccan descent – and 
relatively high levels of unemployment and inactivity. Consequently, the school 
has a strong presence of students with a migration background from families in 
socially vulnerable positions who in educational policy discourse are referred 
to as ‘Equal Educational Opportunity (‘GOK’) students’ (Flemish Ministry of 
Education and Training, 2015) – that is students who meet certain socio-economic 
indicators of ‘vulnerability’, such as a non-Dutch home-language and a mother 
who did not obtain an upper secondary education diploma and/or entitlement 
to a scholarship, and for whom the school receives additional fi nancial resources 
from the Flemish Ministry of Education and Training. Quantitative data that 
were collected in School A in the framework of the abovementioned RESL.eu 
project show indeed that less than 1% of the students in the school’s sample are of 
native Belgian origin whereas respectively around 32% have a fi rst and 67% have 
a second generation migration background. Approximately 65% of the students’ 
fathers and 80% of the mothers did not obtain an upper secondary education 
diploma, and less than half of the fathers and only 16% of the mothers are in paid 
employment. 

Regarding school mobility, the RESL.eu data indicate that a little over half of 
the students in School A’s sample changed schools at least once during their 
secondary education career. While this can still be considered a lot, it is notably 
less than the average of 65% of the entire sample of schools in the RESL.eu 
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project with comparable profi les and ‘vulnerable’ student bodies. Internal 
documents and administrative data of the school furthermore indicate that the 
early outfl ow of students – i.e. students that left  School A prior to obtaining 
their diplomas, either to change to another school or to become early school 
leavers – that accounted for 13% of the student body in 2004-2005 had decreased 
to 9% by 2012-2013. Th ese data suggest that the occurrence of school mobility 
has diminished within School A and that relatively more students spend their 
entire secondary education career in this school than is the case in other, similar 
schools, making this school particularly relevant to being studied more in-depth 
in order to understand where this relative ‘low’ mobility rate originates from. 

Data collection and analysis 
In a fi rst phase we collected and analysed the available school documents to 
gain a fi rst insight into the school’s mission and its organisational structure. 
Next, we conducted semi-structured interviews with the school management 
(n=2) as well as a focus group discussion with the school staff  (n=8). In total our 
sample thus includes 10 respondents (5 males and 5 females, 9 of which are native 
Belgians and 1 who has a mixed native Belgian-Greek background). Th e school 
management consists of the school principal and the coordinating principal. Th e 
coordinating principal is the former school principal of School A (a position he 
held for 19 years) and was recently appointed coordinating principal of the local 
school board. Nonetheless, he remained actively involved in School A at the time 
fi eldwork was conducted. Th e school staff  that participated in the focus group 
discussion included 7 teachers and 1 student guidance counsellor. Th e teachers 
primarily taught in the vocational track, though 3 teachers also gave courses in the 
general and/or technical track. Two teachers combined their teaching activities 
with other responsibilities within the school. During the interviews and the focus 
group discussion a topic list was used to guide the conversations. Th is topic list 
included open-ended questions that primarily focused on the specifi c measures 
that existed (or not) at school level to (indirectly) tackle early school leaving. 
Topics included the extent to which early school leaving was considered a problem 
both within the school and more generally, the specifi c goals and objectives of 
the measures the school developed as well as the underlying problem they wanted 
to tackle with these measures. Th e interviews and focus group discussion were 
recorded, fully transcribed and analysed using qualitative data analysis soft ware 
programme NVivo 10. All quotations used in this chapter are translated from 
Dutch and edited by the authors to facilitate their legibility.
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Findings 

Analyses of the data show that the school management of School A considers that 
school mobility seriously hinders the educational opportunities of the students 
as it is linked to grade retention and educational delay, ultimately also increasing 
the risk of leaving school early. Th e broader educational context, and particularly 
the certifi cation policy of the Flemish educational system, is seen as playing a 
crucial role in this matter. According to the school management it is precisely 
this certifi cation policy that is contributing to high levels of grade retention, and 
consequently also early school leaving: 

Th e education [system] has a considerable share in creating and 
increasing early school leaving. And that has to do especially with the 
certifi cation policy that is being implemented in schools. … If there 
were an entirely diff erent certifi cation policy that would have serious 
eff ects on reducing early school leaving. (Coordinating principal) 

Moreover, the certifi cation system is also criticised for allowing schools to ‘pass 
on the problem’ to other schools as ‘those [schools] that confront their students 
with B and C certifi cates will oft en not see the consequences of this act because 
the student will indeed change to a diff erent school’ (coordinating principal). As 
explained before, within the Flemish educational context B and C certifi cates 
indeed tend to go together with school changes because schools are oft en 
organised around specifi c tracks. However, as illustrated by the quotation below, 
the school management not only relates this tendency of changing schools to the 
fact that schools do not always off er the particular educational track the student 
has to change to, but also to the previously mentioned status hierarchy that exists 
between the diff erent tracks; that is, even when they can stay in the same school, 
students are still considered likely to switch to another school because they feel 
embarrassed going to a lower prestige track: 

Even if they would be able to stay in the same school, and of course that 
has to do with image and such, like ‘yes, I have to go to BSO [vocational 
track], I won’t do that here, because my friends…’ (Coordinating 
principal)
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At the same time, our data show that the school management considers schools 
to have the ability to tackle this tendency of changing school by making students 
feel comfortable at their school: ‘if they feel good in a school and, yes, can 
establish for themselves that ‘yes, fi ne, I didn’t succeed’, well, then they won’t 
necessarily have a problem staying in their school.’ (coordinating principal). 
Given this point of view, for School A increasing their ‘holding power’ is about 
avoiding grade retention and educational delay as much as possible, but also 
about focusing on the students’ well-being so they will feel good at school and 
thus be less inclined to leave or change schools. Th is feeling of ‘well-being’ at 
school is considered crucial though not evident because of the particular student 
body of the school. As mentioned before, School A predominantly attracts 
so-called ‘Equal Educational Opportunity’ (‘GOK’) students with a migration 
background from socially vulnerable families. Th e school personnel considers 
that it is more diffi  cult for these ‘GOK’ students to feel good at school than for 
other – more privileged – youth, because the latter are seen to have a greater 
feeling of well-being in general or, as the coordinating principal explains it, 
‘feeling good at a school is de facto more diffi  cult for socially vulnerable students 
than for others. You know, if in general you feel better about yourself, then you 
will also feel better at school.’ Working with and teaching this particular group of 
‘GOK’ students has come to be considered the ‘core business’ of the school and 
is framed within a context of a need to ‘give opportunities’: 

Sometimes we say, like, everything in our school is ‘GOK’, you know, 
we have to give opportunities… We don’t have that many privileged 
students, so everything is ‘GOK’, everything is about how can we try to 
give as many opportunities as possible. (School principal) 

It is from this commitment to create a climate of ‘well-being’ and give students 
as many opportunities as possible, thereby hoping to ‘hold on to them’, that 
School A developed several specifi c policy initiatives and school practices. In the 
following sections we will go more deeply into what these practices and strategies 
actually entail and the rationale that lies behind them from the point of view of 
the school management and the school staff . 

Facilitating stable educational trajectories to limit outfl ow of students
Our analyses of the school documents and the interview data revealed certain 
specifi c initiatives School A had developed to facilitate ‘stable educational 
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trajectories’ in which students can proceed as much as possible to the next year 
without changing educational track or school, and that allow a feeling of well-
being among the students at school to increase. Because of the high number 
of Equal Educational Opportunity (‘GOK’) students, School A receives a 
signifi cant amount of additional funds from the Flemish Ministry of Education 
and Training. Our data indicate that, apart from investing in school infrastructure, 
School A also uses these funds to invest in more teaching hours so the number of 
students per class group can be kept small: 

Because we have so many GOK students … we receive a lot of [fi nancial] 
resources. Th erefore, we can invest in infrastructure, but also in small 
class groups. You know, because that’s another thing, it’s really very 
important to ensure that your class group is not too big. (School 
principal)

Th ese small class sizes are considered crucial as they allow the teacher to pay 
more attention to each individual student, which in turn makes it possible to 
create a closer inter-personal relationship between the teachers and the students. 
Another important result of these small class sizes is that – instead of sticking to 
strictly teaching the curriculum – they allow spaces to be created in which there 
is more room for interaction, as one of the teachers explained: 

During class there are also a lot of things that are discussed with the 
students. And I think that’s actually the case for everyone here. It’s not 
like French or English, bang open the book and start. Th at’s not how it 
works. Th ere really is a lot of interaction. (Teacher)

Another teacher talked about a concrete example that recently took place during 
one of her classes: 

For example, in my English class with 7 Offi  ce [name of the class], I 
was having them listen to that John Lennon song about ‘war is over’, 
‘Christmas’, you know. I also showed the video and they were really 
moved by it. Really moved. And then Aicha asks, asks all of a sudden, 
‘but what can we do about it? We can’t do anything about it, right?’ 
And then we had this whole conversation, in English, about what you 
can do… because actually war takes place at a higher level but actually 
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sometimes also at a small level; what can you do to actively remedy 
war…And it really occupied Aicha, really… so that should get a place 
[in the class]. (Teacher)

Th is situation shows how the teacher is trying to be receptive to what is going on 
in the students’ minds and integrate it into her teaching. Rather than insisting 
on teaching the curriculum in its strict sense, the teacher gave room to the 
students’ concerns and used it as an opportunity to engage with them. Th ese 
accounts demonstrate how, in their attempt to connect with their students, the 
teachers use the small class sizes to emphasise the relational and emotional aspect 
above teaching what needs to be taught according to the curriculum. Apart from 
explicitly choosing small class sizes, School A also installed formal ‘one-on-one 
refl ection moments’ between the teachers and the students. While the school 
management initially and primarily developed these refl ection moments to allow 
for mutual feedback between the students and the teachers as a way to support 
the learning progress of students, practice shows that ‘9 out of 10 times these 
refl ection moments are about the students’ well-being’ (teacher), rather than 
about specifi c course-related issues. Th erefore, these talks are not only considered 
to provide an opportunity to have the students refl ect on their educational 
progress and trajectory, but also to focus on their general well-being within the 
school and beyond. 

Next to focusing on the students’ well-being, School A also developed 
measures that are meant to infl uence the students’ educational trajectory in a 
more direct way. We have already pointed out how the school management of 
School A critiques the Flemish certifi cation system and particularly the grade 
retention it creates, which is perceived to increase the chances of school mobility 
and also early school leaving. Th erefore, in an attempt to avoid grade retention 
among their students as much as possible, the school chooses to apply a mild 
certifi cation system and limit the number of C certifi cates. In practice this means 
that, when the school staff  evaluates the students during the ‘deliberations’ at the 
end of each school year, the school policy is not only to look at whether or not 
the students passed all the courses but also to take into account their previous 
educational trajectory. Especially in the later years of secondary education and in 
the case of students that have already experienced grade retention C certifi cates 
hold a potential threat to the students’ educational progress that could even 
jeopardise their chances of getting a diploma (see also Lamote et al., 2014). Th e 
coordinating principal explains that ‘by implementing this certifi cation policy 
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you don’t create too much educational delay, so [you create] less risk of outfl ow 
of unqualifi ed students,’ thus clearly linking grade retention with outfl ow of 
students; or, as one of the teachers put it:

Students that can continue [to the next year] won’t run away. (Teacher)

Following a broader trend in vocational oriented schools, School A also installed 
a system of permanent evaluation instead of organising examination periods 
that are traditionally held twice a year. Th e school documents show that these 
permanent evaluations entail that the ‘learning process is regularly evaluated 
throughout the school year’ and furthermore allows the students to receive 
‘immediate feedback on their progress and potential diffi  culties.’ Th e main 
advantages of the system of permanent evaluation are seen in the fact that it 
not only encourages the students to continuously process the course material 
throughout the year, but also releases the emphasis on performing well in the 
examination, thereby giving students who have diffi  culties in meeting specifi c 
curriculum targets a better chance of passing. Permanent evaluation generates 
the possibility of evaluating the students more broadly than would be the case 
with traditional examinations, for instance by also focusing on whether students 
bring the right material to class and how they are behaving, as one of the teachers 
explained: 

I also pay a lot of attention to side phenomena, ‘did you bring your 
folders or not’, and ‘how did you behave’, and then I can still translate 
that into marks. (Teacher)

In combination with the mild certifi cation policy, this system of permanent 
evaluation is considered to increase the students’ chances of proceeding to the 
next year and limit educational delay and unstable school careers, and thus also 
limit negative school mobility. 

On the other hand, the data showed that School A looks at school mobility as 
being an issue that has to do not only with the ‘outfl ow’ of the schools’ students, 
but also with the ‘infl ow’ of new students that enter the school between or during 
school years. In that sense, educational delay and the risk of early school leaving 
are also considered to be being ‘brought into the school’, as the coordinating 
principal explains: 
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But you have to take into account that you also bring educational 
delay and the outfl ow of unqualifi ed students into the school. You 
bring it into the school … when you have open spots [in the school].” 
(Coordinating principal) 

Further analysis of the interview data revealed that an underlying consideration 
of School A’s commitment to increasing its holding power is also to avoid this 
side-entry of so-called school s/hoppers, as the infl ow of these new students is 
equated not only with importing ‘educational delay’ into the school, as pointed 
out by the coordinating principal in the above quotation, but also with the infl ow 
of problematic behaviour. In the next section we elaborate further on this. 

Increasing holding power to avoid side-entry of new students 
During our conversations with the school management and the school staff , we 
repeatedly heard that the arrival of new students that enter the school in the middle 
of the school year or between school years is linked to importing problematic 
behaviour into the school and into the classrooms. Th e school management, for 
instance, referred to an instance where a number of new students entered a class 
in one of the higher years of the vocational track and where ‘half of them’ had 
‘caused trouble’:

Last year in 6 Offi  ce [name of class] we opened our doors and enrolled 
several new students. And I think that out of those 5 or 6 [new] 
students, half of them caused trouble; [in the sense that they showed] 
behavioural problems, school fatigue, playing truant, those kinds of 
things. (Coordinating principal)

Th is problematic behaviour is linked to the reason why the students are believed 
to change school. On the one hand, new students are seen to arrive at School A as 
a result of disciplinary action at their previous school. Hence, rather than being 
the students’ fi rst choice, for these students the school becomes a ‘second option’ 
aft er a negative experience at their previous school. Th ese students are considered 
to take this negative experience with them to the new school and show this in 
their behaviour, for example by talking to their peers and teachers in a way that is 
considered inappropriate, as one of the teachers suggested:
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I think that sometimes you notice who comes from another school. I 
think so. I won’t name any names but last year I had this student and I 
was really like ‘what did they do to you in your last school? What did 
they do to you?! Th at fi rst of all you talk to students like this! Th at you 
talk to teachers like this!’ (Teacher)

On the other hand, school staff  also consider that students change to School A 
because they might be ‘lost’, shopping from one school to the next, or afraid that 
they will not be able to succeed any more at their school and thus see switching 
to another school as a possible way out. 

Having new students enter the school mid-year or between school years is 
seen as problematic not only because of the behaviour of the individual student 
who joins the school, but also because it interrupts classroom dynamics and the 
eff orts that have been made to build a feeling of ‘community’ within the peer 
group. When students start secondary education together and can continue their 
educational trajectory as a peer group, they have the opportunity to get to know 
each other. However, when new students enter the school and the peer group 
is constantly changing this disrupts existing interpersonal relationships and 
dynamics, which is detrimental to the peer group and the school as a community:

Student guidance counsellor: In the fi rst year they make a lot of eff ort to 
have these encounters within the class groups, when they are being put 
together, and make a whole week’s project of it. But then that doesn’t 
continue because in the second and third year up until the seventh year 
once again sometimes half of the class group is new. And that, yes, that 
takes time.

Interviewer: If I understood correctly this side-entry of new students 
has become less, though?

Student Guidance Counsellor: Yes, it has. And then you notice it 
perfectly, for example in the Offi  ce track, that it’s a lot quieter now.

Th e second part of this conversation shows that it is acknowledged not only 
that the infl ow of new students has become less, but also that as a result of it 
the class groups have become noticeably quieter. Not having new students enter 
the school is perceived to have a clear impact on the situation in the classroom. 
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Th e overarching idea is that creating an atmosphere in which stable educational 
trajectories can be facilitated and where a feeling of well-being can develop 
works best ‘when the students are ours’ (teacher), referring to students that have 
been part of the school since the beginning of their secondary education career. 
Th e fact that the school is now confronted less with problematic behaviour 
and disciplinary issues than before seems indeed related to a context in which 
the infl ow of new students is occurring less oft en. It is this reasoning that also 
implicitly underlies School A’s commitment to increasing its ‘holding power’; 
that is, by holding on to its students the school can circumvent creating empty 
spots for potential school s/hoppers who might want to change to School A, and 
consequently avoid importing problematic behaviour into the school:

At the moment we have hardly any new students on our Offi  ce track, 
because you implement a policy that aims at making students indeed 
feel good, and of course because you keep the class sizes limited and 
therefore have a more continuing fl ow from your own students … few 
losses and little infl ow… And this in turn works in interaction with… 
with… a situation where you take in fewer problems. (Coordinating 
principal)

As illustrated by this quotation, avoiding the side-entry of new students is 
clearly linked to ‘taking in fewer problems’. Furthermore, avoiding such side-
entry is considered to be made possible precisely by implementing a policy of 
limiting class groups and focusing on the students’ well-being, as this facilitates 
stable trajectories or a ‘continuing fl ow’ of the school’s own students. School 
A’s strategies to ‘hold on’ to its students is thus not only about getting its ‘own’ 
students to the fi nishing line of secondary education but also about limiting as 
much as possible an infl ow of so-called school s/hoppers and the problems they 
are perceived to bring into the school.

Discussion 

In the academic literature on early school leaving the issue of school mobility 
has received only limited attention. Nonetheless, empirical evidence suggests 
that non-promotional school changes between or during school years can have 
detrimental eff ects on students’ educational careers (Rumberger et al., 1999; 
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Gasper et al., 2012; South et al., 2007; Swanston & Schneider, 1999; Lamote et 
al., 2013). In this chapter we focused on the role of school-level policy initiatives 
and practices in students’ educational trajectories and, more particularly, their 
mobility between schools. We used a qualitative case study approach (Merriam 
1998; 2009) and aimed to gain insight into how one urban secondary school 
in Flanders with a student body that predominantly consists of students with a 
migration background from families in socially vulnerable positions addresses the 
issue of school mobility in an attempt to facilitate so-called ‘stable’ educational 
trajectories and consequently also reduce early school leaving within its school. 
We analysed school documents and interview data as we were particularly 
interested in understanding (1) the school’s strategies for increasing its ‘holding 
power’ as well as (2) the underlying rationale behind these strategies, from the 
point of view of the school management and the school staff . 

As a result of several systemic features of the Flemish educational system 
–  notably its certifi cation system that steers students’ educational trajectories 
and institutionalises ‘downward mobility’ within a context of rigid and early 
tracking, as well as the fundamental principle of free school choice – school 
mobility is a central part of secondary education in Flanders. In this context, 
addressing school mobility could be considered as something that is out of reach 
for schools. At the same time, the Flemish educational system attributes a high 
level of autonomy to individual schools. Th e fi ndings of our study indicate that 
schools can use this autonomy to develop and implement initiatives that can 
limit school mobility by facilitating ‘stable school careers.’ However, it is only by 
acknowledging the role of schools in students’ educational trajectories that such 
measures can come about. School A starts from this realisation and engages with 
the broader educational policy to ‘create opportunities’ to get their students to 
the fi nishing line of secondary education. Our analyses showed that, by focusing 
on the students’ well-being within the school and by applying a mild certifi cation 
policy and a system of permanent evaluation, School A is succeeding in increasing 
the number of students who have ‘stable’ school careers and in reducing the 
number of students who leave their school early. Focusing on students’ feeling of 
well-being within the school is a desirable development and a noteworthy eff ort 
in a general context where school staff  continue to situate the main causes of early 
school leaving predominantly outside the school’s arena and responsibility (Kaye, 
D’Angelo, Ryan & Lőrinc, 2016). At the same time, our fi ndings reveal that School 
A’s eff orts to increase their ‘holding power’ are also motivated by the school’s wish 
to avoid the infl ow of so-called school s/hoppers who enter the school between 
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or in the middle of school years. As these new students are associated with an 
infl ux of problematic behaviour and furthermore disrupt classroom dynamics, 
their joining the school is considered undesirable. By deliberately limiting the 
infl ow of new students in an educational context where B and C certifi cates as 
well as expulsion practices are not uncommon, however, School A may be closing 
its doors to students in need of a new school and for whom School A and its 
diff erent approach could be a viable alternative to turn their previous negative 
educational experiences round. Th e school’s commitment to ‘hold on to the ones 
they have’ could thus result in excluding the ones that missed the opportunity 
to start their secondary educational career in School A. Moreover, while school-
level policies like those implemented in School A can be successful in facilitating 
‘stable’ educational trajectories, thereby also contributing to leading a so-called 
‘vulnerable’ student body to the fi nishing line of upper secondary education, 
at the same such practices could entail the danger of reproducing prevailing 
educational inequalities. Th at is, by approaching a particular student population 
as ‘problematic’ and lowering educational expectations, for instance by assuming 
that not meeting specifi c curriculum targets is ‘a price to pay’ in order to obtain 
an educational qualifi cation, schools may run the risk of confi rming rather than 
contesting the existing status hierarchy between the diff erent educational tracks 
and the prevalent defi cit perspective (see also Stevens and Vandermeersch, 2010; 
Clycq et al., 2014). 

In this chapter we focused on one particular theoretically relevant school to 
explore how this school deals with and perceives the issue of school mobility. To 
further our knowledge of how schools use the autonomy they are given within 
the Flemish educational system, it would be relevant to broaden the scope and 
study how other schools with a similar student body perceive this issue of school 
mobility and how they deal with it. Furthermore, as school mobility continues 
to be a regular occurrence, particularly among specifi c social groups and in the 
(lower-status) vocational tracks, avoiding the side entry of new students on the 
part of one school is likely to have an impact on other schools in the area. Further 
research could take a more holistic approach and look at the dynamics between 
various schools in the same area to gain insight into the eff ects of initiatives 
initiated in one particular school on other schools, and how these schools 
respond to such practices. Finally, our study started from the perceptions of the 
school management and school staff . Including the voices of the students and 
exploring their perceptions on issues of school mobility, (un)stable educational 
trajectories and early school leaving, and the role they attribute to the school and 
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their school personnel in these processes, could shed further light on the extent 
to which school practices and strategies infl uence their schooling experiences. 
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Notes
1 In the international literature the terms ‘school mobility’ and ‘student mobility’ are used 

interchangeably. In this chapter we opt to use the term ‘school mobility’ as our focus lies 
particularly on the issue of changing between schools, whereas in the Flemish educational 
context ‘student mobility’ could also be understood as referring to changes between 
educational tracks within the same school, which is less our focus here.
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