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ABSTRACT. In the last two decades, most of the Romanian mitigate programs 
aimed at reducing school dropout, have often focused only on remedial activi-
ties. However, keeping students in school for as long as possible involves in-
creasing their school engagement, and therefore developing dimensions that 
target social and emotional skills is strongly recommended. In the present 
study, 130 primary and secondary school students from disadvantaged back-
grounds, participated for 8 months in remedial and personal development ac-
tivities, whose medium-term goal is to reduce school dropout. Using scales 
from the BASC3 and ASEBA4 psychological test batteries, we were able to cap-
ture significant effects of the intervention in reducing emotional problems and 
increasing students' adaptability to school-specific tasks, even though the pan-
demic imposed several restrictions on activities. The collected data revealed 
two important outcomes. First, they confirmed the effectiveness of a complex, 
multilevel program, which can develop the socio-emotional abilities of children 
at risk of dropping out of school. Second, they help us to highlight several fac-
tors that can predict its effectiveness. We consider that these empirical data 
constitute a solid foundation based on which similar future programs can be 
designed and implemented. 
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Introduction  
 

At the beginning of 21st century, one of the biggest problems faced by 
many educational systems is students' disengagement from school. In 2016, 
OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development) reported 
that more than 27% of the adolescents evaluated from 72 countries felt disaf-
fected from school. Twenty-six percent of the pupils said they skipped at least 
one class in the last two weeks before the evaluation, and 20% reported missing 
the entire school day at least once. In Romania, 87.8% of the evaluated adoles-
cents reported they feel like an outsider (or left out of things) at school, and 
15.6% said they feel awkward and out of place in their school (OECD 2017). We 
also know that in our country, school dropout has a high rate (15.8%, according 
to Eurostat in 2020) and almost 50% of the students older than 15 years old 
have paid jobs, before or after school (OECD, 2017). These data can support the 
need for schools, government, NGOs and educational stakeholders to get in-
volved in an active process to reduce school dropout. Given the fact that student 
disengagement seems to grow as students advance in the school system (Lam 
et al., 2015) and can be more severe for males, minority, and low-income stu-
dents (Martin, Way, Bobis, & Anderson, 2014), we believe that prevention might 
be an important key in this matter. Prevention is the process through which 
students can be equipped with abilities/skills that can function as protective 
factors in the future, and this is an important aspect that should be acknowl-
edged by teachers, school counselors, school leaders, etc. Taking into account 
all these aspects, regarding school drop-out, it becomes essential to find solu-
tions that will help keep students in school for as long as possible. There are, of 
course, several reasons: a. Empirical studies have repeatedly shown that en-
gagement in academic activities is a prerequisite for learning and information 
retention (Shernoff, Ruzek and Sinha, 2016); b. student involvement is one of 
the robust predictors of academic achievement (Green et al., 2012). c. if we can 
increase student engagement, this might be the key to preventing early school 
leaving (Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani, 2009). And as we know, young 
people who drop out of school are more likely to be unemployed, earn low 
wages, face poverty and social exclusion, and rely heavily on public services 
(Rumberger, 2011). 
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School engagement refers to a multifaceted concept with interrelated 
and mutually supportive dimensions as behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 
engagement (Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Pino-James et al., 2019). 
The first dimension refers to the degree to which students get involved in-class 
activities (e.g. following the rules), the second one refers to the positive and 
negative emotions derived from classwork, and cognitive engagement is related 
to the effort to complete classroom tasks, to process information. Although 
studies in this field are not always consonant with the definition of the concept 
of school engagement, in recent years a special emphasis has been placed on 
identifying the factors that could support it. Thus, the climate in which the clas-
ses take place, the trusting relationship that the teacher has with the student, 
the emotional and cognitive support, the good relations with classmates, foster-
ing competence and autonomy, the support from the family and the school, all 
these are indicators that can support the student's commitment in the educa-
tional process (e.g. Furrer and Skinner, 2003; Brown, 2004; Skinner & Pitzer, 
2012; Patall et al., 2017).  

Based on these records, we considered it appropriate to develop school 
engagement in the case of children at risk of high school dropout. Based on the 
long collaboration between the Romanian Patriarchate, the World Vision Ro-
mania Foundation, Babes-Bolyai University, and the Consult Plus company, in 
2019 the foundations of a new project were laid. It aimed to reduce school drop-
out through an intervention program that integrated two types of activities: a. 
Remedial activities - aimed at recovering academic deficits; b. group or individ-
ual counseling activities - which aimed at developing social and emotional skills 
designed to support the child in the effort to meet school challenges. The inter-
vention proposed in the project was a wide one and brought together several 
ways of intervention: 1. a training program for teachers and school counselors 
who took on the counseling of children to develop their socio-emotional skills; 
2. counseling activities addressed to parents of preschool children; 3. remedial 
and psycho-educational activities addressed to preschoolers, primary and sec-
ondary school students. Because most of the studies mentioned in the introduc-
tory section had students as a target group, for this paper we have extracted 
and will present only the results of the intervention designed for primary and 
secondary school students. 
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Aims of the study 

The purpose of this research was to evaluate the impact that the School 
for all - access to quality education for preschoolers, schoolchildren, and teachers 
project, carried out in several rural communities from Cluj County had on the 
social and emotional development of students from the target group. The pro-
ject was accomplished within the project POCU / 74/6/18/104571 School for 
all - access to quality education for preschoolers, schoolchildren and teachers 
from the Nord-West Region� with the core purpose to prevent school dropout. 
Also, we aimed at exploring several social and demographic correlates of school 
engagement, to check the effectiveness of the program. 

Because in this research project, the group of participants was selected 
based on certain specific criteria, all objectives were strictly related to the in-
tervention group. Specifically, we aimed to prove that at the end of the program 
students who have benefited from the activities included will record improve-
ments in adaptability, social skills, learning abilities, affective problems, anxiety 
problems, and ADHD problems.  

 
Measurements 

The battery of psycho-pedagogical tests used in our investigative approach 
consisted of several scales that evaluated the 5 categories of "academic activa-
tors" according to DiPerna, Volpe, and Elliot (2002). Due to the restrictions gen-
erated by the COVID 19 crisis, in both evaluation moments, these instruments 
were completed online. These constrains have forced us to choose only those tests 
that had a teacher report form. Moreover, this criterion was also important be-
cause the participants selected to participate in the intervention come from dis-
advantaged backgrounds, with very low access to technology (PC, laptop, iPad), 
but also with low digital skills (difficulties in filling in google forms documents). 
Thus, we chose the BASC-2-TRS test batteries (Behavior Assessment System for 
Children-2- Teacher Rating Scale, Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004, translated and 
adapted by Mitrofan N, Ion A. & Iliescu D. in 2011) and ASEBA -TRF (Achenbach 
System of Empirically Based Assessment- Teacher Report Form, Achenbach & 
Rescola, 1991, translated and adapted by Dobrean et al. in 2007). This complex 
psychological battery is validated in the Romanian population.  



FOSTERING SCHOOL ENGAGEMENT IN CHILDREN FROM DISADVANTAGED COMMUNITIES 
 
 

 
43 

From the BASC assessment system, we used the scales of adaptability, 
social skills, and learning skills, and from ASEBA, the scale of emotional prob-
lems, anxiety problems, and ADHD problems scale. 

The questionnaires include items evaluated on a 3 or 4 points Likert 
scale, with which allowed their transposition in the google forms application to 
be completed online.  

 
Participants 

The participants in this research project were selected based on the 
POCU project requirements. Namely, we have included children from disadvan-
taged backgrounds, from families with low socioeconomic status, with parents 
working abroad and living in rural areas from Cluj County. Although at the be-
ginning of the program (pre-intervention stage), teachers filled in evaluation 
forms for 117 primary school students and 132 secondary school students, at 
the end of the intervention only 36 primary and 94 secondary school children 
could be fully evaluated. A large number of students left the program due to the 
changes determined by the pandemic situation, which made it impossible for 
them to participate in all the project activities, because of the lack of internet 
access or technology. In the primary school sample (N=36) there were 17 girls 
and 19 boys with an average age M=8.7 (SD= 1.22). In the secondary school 
sample (N=94), there were 44 girls and 50 boys (39%) with an average age  
M= 13.19 (SD= 0.94). 

 
Procedure 

After the initial assessment was completed, the students in the target 
group participated in a series of activities, specific to their age. These group ac-
tivities took place online and face-to-face, for about eight months. Every week, 
the project team carried out one hour of remedial education activities on Ro-
manian language and mathematics, one personal development activity, and one 
school counseling activity. Using stories and games, these last categories of ac-
tivities were adapted to the child's needs and focused on self-knowledge, social-
awareness, emotional development, emotion regulation, social development, 
communication skills, etc. Depending on the individual needs identified, some 
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of the counseling activities were performed individually. At the beginning of the 
pandemic situation, the activities were performed using WhatsApp video calls 
(for group and individual activities), and for secondary-school children, later 
on, in some schools, teachers used Google Classroom. The participants were in-
vited to discuss different topics about who they are, what are their abilities, how 
they see themselves and what others think of them. Using �Forming, storming, 
norming, performing� framework (Tuckman, 1965), students have learned to 
work together, accept and trust each other and so, they became more involved 
in role play activities and teamwork, they were more willing to express their 
point of view in debates and art activities. During the intervention, teachers and 
counselors used therapeutic stories and games, thematic play, expressive writ-
ing, drawing, painting etc. 

 
Results 

 
To assess the effect of the intervention on the competencies proposed 

for evaluation, we compared the results obtained by the participants in the two 
moments of the intervention. Because in the case of the BASC questionnaire, the 
items differ according to age, we have decided to perform a separate analysis of 
the data. Both in the case of 7-11-year-old students (table 1) and in the case of 
11-15-year-olds (table 2), the intervention had the expected effects on several 
outcomes. 

 
Table 1. The change for the main outcomes in the primary school sample 

Outcomes Pre-intervention Post-intervention    

 M SD M SD t p D 
Adaptability 16.69 3.29 7.94 5.54 -1.43 0.161 0.48 
Social skills 16.83 4.15 17.47 5.1 -0.74 0.461 0.25 
Learning skills 13.47 4.87 15.22 4.82 -2.14 0.039 0.72 
Affective problems 4.58 3.16 3.41 2.83 2.71 0.010 0.91 
Anxiety problems 2.77 2.02 1.11 1.08 6.45 0.001 2.18 

ADHD problems 5.33 4.05 3.25 3.04 3.96 0.001 1.33 

Note, N=36 
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As can be seen in the table 1, the results confirm statistically significant 
changes for the majority of the dimensions evaluated, namely: learning skills 
(t= -2.14, p <0.05), affective problems (t= 2.71, p=0.010), anxiety problems  
(t= 6.45, p<0.01) and specific problems for ADHD (t= 3.96, p<0.01). As far as the 
magnitude of these changes is concerned, the only moderate change (d=0.72) 
was recorded for learning skills, while for the other 3 outcomes, the magnitude 
of change was large (varying from d=0.91 for affective problems to 2.18 for anx-
iety problems).  

 
Table 2. The change for the main outcomes in the secondary school sample 

Outcomes Pre-intervention Post-intervention    

 M SD M SD t p D 

Learning skills 12.43 .84 17.22 7.48 -9.18 0.001 1.90 

Adaptability 15.52 .57 18.29 4.42 -8.32 0.001 1.72 

Social skills 12.36 6.77 17.07 5.80 -8.58 0.001 1.78 

Affective problems 3.84 3.49 2.18 1.99 6.63 0.001 1.37 

Anxiety problems 1.40 1.94 0.31 0.64 6.25 0.001 1.29 

ADHD problems 8.13 7.78 4.28 6.05 6.70 0.001 1.39 

Note, N=94 
 

As table 2 shows, there is a significant change for all outcomes: learning 
skills (t= -9.18, p< 0.01), adaptability (t= -8.32, p< 0.01), social skills (t= -8.58, 
p< 0.01), affective problems (t= 6.63, p< 0.01), anxiety problems (t= 6.25,  
p< 0.01) and ADHD problems (t= 6.70, p< 0.01). As far as the magnitude of change 
is concerned, all changes recorded a large magnitude (from d= 1.29 to d= 1.90).  
 

Correlates of change 

As mentioned above, the aim of our investigation was mainly to meas-
ure the effects of the intervention on the emotional and behavioral components 
of school engagement. Besides the investigation of our hypotheses, we wanted 
to identify potential correlates of the change in the outcomes, that might be-
come relevant for future similar projects. To quantify the individual change, the 
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difference between post and pre-intervention was calculated for each participant 
involved in both stages of the study. We analyzed as potential correlates of change, 
variables such as gender, age, ethnicity, parental status, family size (number of 
children in the family), and attendance in the project activities. 

 
Gender 

The data revealed that for primary school students, there are significant 
gender differences in the effectiveness of the intervention for social skills, emo-
tional problems, and anxiety problems (table 3), in such a way that the inter-
vention is more effective for girls than for boys. Also, even if for the other out-
comes gender differences regarding the mean change were not significant, the 
tendency of the results is similar, with larger changes for girls. 
 

Table 3. Gender differences in the mean change (post-pre intervention)  
for both primary and secondary school samples 

 Primary school sample (N=36) Secondary school sample (N=94) 

Effectiveness upon Boys Girls  Boys Girls  

 M SD M SD t M SD M SD t 

Adaptability .22 5.77 2.28 4.57 -1.18 2.78 3.08 2.76 3.44 0.30 

Social skills -1.28 6.30 2.56 2.64 -2.38* 5.05 5.56 4.28 5.04 0.69 

Learning abilities .33 5.88 3.17 3.22 -1.79 5.73 6.53 3.28 7.02 1.74 

Affective problems -.17 2.55 -2.17 2.26 2.49* -1.75 2.46 -1.54 2.40 -0.40 

Anxiety problems -1.06 1.30 -2.28 1.56 2.54* -1.11 1.66 -1.04 1.72 -0.19 

ADHD problems -2.28 3.89 -1.89 2.30 -.36 -4.67 5.88 -2.83 5.03 -1.60 

Note, ** p< 0.01, * p< 0.05 

 
 
As far as the secondary school sample is concerned, also in table 3, we 

can observe that there are no significant gender differences regarding the 6 out-
comes that were analyzed. In other words, for the secondary school sample, the 
intervention was equally effective for boys and girls. 
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Age 

Regarding the age, the results revealed that for secondary school stu-
dents, age is a significant correlate only for the effectiveness of the intervention 
on learning skills (table 4), in the sense that the effectiveness of the intervention 
increases with the age of the students.  

 
Table 4. The correlations between age and the change (post-pre intervention) 

for both primary and secondary school samples 

Change in Age 

Primary school sample 
(N=36) 

Secondary school sample 
(N=94) 

Adaptability .19 .16 

Social skills -.10 .10 

Learning abilities .26 .27** 

Affective problems .06 .13 

Anxiety problems -.12 .07 

ADHD problems -.03 -.12 

Note, ** p< 0.01, * p< 0.05 

 
 

In the case of primary school children, even if age does not correlate 
significantly with the effectiveness of the intervention, for any of the measured 
aspects, it can be observed that the magnitude of the correlation with the learn-
ing abilities is very similar to the one found for secondary school children. The 
reason why this value was not significant is the relatively small sample of pri-
mary school children, and implicitly the low statistical power. 

 
Ethnicity 

Another potential correlate of change that was investigated was ethnic-
ity. Results are presented in table 5. 
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Table 5. Ethnical differences in the effectiveness of the program (ANOVA) 

 Primary school sample  Secondary school sample  

Effectiveness 
upon 

Romanians Hungarians Rroma Romanians Hungarians Rroma 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Adaptability -1.00 5.46 1.18 4.1 3.38 5.20 2.89 3.75 2.35 2.29 2.84 2.93 

Social skills -1.83 6.21 2.18 4.69 1.62 3.78 5.29 6.20 2.59 2.15 5.03 5.00 

Learning  
abilities* 

-1.08 5.05 5.45 3.24 1.23 4.09 4.69 7.15 .76 4.68 6.63 6.62 

Affective 
problems 

-.42 2.23 -2.36 2.62 -.85 2.67 -1.87 2.52 -1.06 1.56 -1.69 2.67 

Anxiety  
problems* 

-1.92 2.02 -1.82 1.60 -1.31 .95 -1.56 1.96 -.41 .87 -.78 1.41 

ADHD  
problems* 

-.75 2.45 -2.36 1.75 -3.08 4.25 -3.62 5.78 -1.41 1.87 -5.47 6.15 

** p< 0.01, * p< 0.05 

 
In the case of the primary school sample, significant differences in the 

effectiveness of the intervention according to ethnicity were recorded only for 
learning skills (F=7.06, p<0.01) in such a way that Hungarian students recorded 
the larger improvement (M =5.45, SD=3.24).  

In the case of the secondary school sample, significant ethnical differ-
ences in the effect of the intervention were found for learning abilities (F= 4.38, 
p<0.05), anxiety problems (F=3.86, p<0.05), and ADHD problems (F=3.15, 
p<0.05). Thus, at the level of learning abilities, we can see that the biggest im-
provement occurred for Roma students (M =6.63, SD=6.62), followed by Roma-
nian students (M =4.69, SD=7.15) and Hungarian students (M =0.76, SD=4.68). 
Analyzing the anxiety problems, the highest change was registered in Romanian 
students (M =-1.56, SD=1.96) followed by Roma students (M =-0.78, SD=1.41) 
and Hungarian students (M =-0.41, SD=0.87). These results could suggest the 
need for long-term programs addressed to Romanian students, to reduce their 
anxious moods. These data confirm, moreover, previous results obtained from 
studies conducted on children in Romania, which suggested that our students 
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have high-performance anxiety, and this is an important variable that predicts 
school dropout. In terms of ADHD problems, the larger change occurred in 
Roma students (M =-5.47, SD=6.15) followed by Romanian students (M =-3.62, 
SD=5.78) and Hungarian students (M =-1.41, SD=1.87). From the teacher�s and 
counselor�s reports, role- play activities, playing musical instruments, express-
ing emotions with musical instruments and movement, the magic circle (safety 
circle) were the activities in which it was possible to observe the increase of the 
ability to inhibit the response (impulse), the increase of students' ability to con-
centrate on the activity etc.  

 
Family context 

Given that the students in the target group come from vulnerable back-
grounds, we tried to identify whether the family context in which they spend 
most of their time can be related to the effect of the intervention (table 6).  

 
Table 6. The family context and effectiveness of the intervention 

 Primary school sample  Secondary school sample  

Effectiveness upon Both parents Mother Other Both parents Mother Other 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Adaptability** -4.75 4.27 2.88 3.81 3.08 4.70 2.55 3.50 3.25 2.98 1.18 3.31 

Social skills* -3.63 6.82 1.94 2.84 1.75 5.15 2.23 3.67 6.81 4.62 1.82 7.95 

Learning abilities -.88 7.72 2.88 3.32 2.00 4.02 1.61 5.89 6.54 6.24 4.18 9.15 

Affective problems .13 4.05 -1.19 2.07 -2.00 1.71 -.87 1.71 -2.23 2.50 -1.18 3.19 

Anxiety problems -.75 2.19 -1.63 .96 -2.33 1.50 -.45 .85 -1.37 1.72 -1.55 2.70 

ADHD problems* .25 3.24 -2.50 3.33 -3.08 2.15 -2.19 2.64 -5.29 5.55 -1.73 9.30 

Note, ** p< 0.01, * p< 0.05 

 
The results show that in the primary school sample the family context 

was associated with differences of change for adaptability (F=10.39, p<0.01), 
social skills (F=4.18, p<0.05), and ADHD problems (F=3.31, p<0.05). For adapt-
ability, the larger improvement was recorded for children interacting mostly 
with others than their parents (M = 3.08, SD= 4.70). For social skills, a larger 
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improvement was observed for children interacting mostly with their mothers 
(M =1.94, SD=2.84). As far as the ADHD problems were concerned, the group 
with the larger decrease was the group interacting mostly with others than 
their parents. 

In the secondary school sample, the data revealed that the family con-
text was associated with differences of change for social skills (F=10.97, p<0.01), 
learning abilities (F=5.57, p<0.01), affective problems (F=3.46, p<0.05), anxiety 
problems (F=3.51, p<0.05) and ADHD problems (F=4.17, p<0.05). In the case of 
social skills and learning abilities, children who spend most of their time with 
their mother, recorded the largest improvement (M=6.81, SD=4.62 for social 
skills and M=6.54, SD=6.24 for learning abilities). Regarding their affective and 
ADHD problems, also children who spent most of their time with their mothers 
recorded the largest improvement (M=-2.23, SD=2.50 for affective problems 
and M=-5.29, SD=5.55 for ADHD problems). As far as the anxiety problems are 
concerned, children who spent most of their time with others than their parents 
recorded the largest improvement (M=-1.55, SD=2.70). 

 
Number of children in the family 

Another factor analyzed in relation to the change in the outcomes of the 
intervention was the number of siblings in each family. Results are presented 
in table 7. 

 
Table 7. The correlations between the number of children in each family and the  

change in each outcome of the program 

Change in Primary school sample Secondary school sample 

Adaptability .23 -.04 

Social skills .10 .17 

Learning abilities .11 .24* 

Affective problems -.01 -.09 

Anxiety problems .06 -.07 

ADHD problems -.13 -.15 

Notes, ** p< 0.01, * p< 0.05 
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As table 7 shows, in the secondary school sample, the only significant 
correlate of the change was recorded for the learning abilities (r=0.24, p<0.05). 
A similar correlation was obtained in the primary school sample, even if not 
significant (due to the small sample), with the change in adaptability (r=0.23). 
In other words, children with more siblings had larger improvements in their 
learning abilities in the secondary school sample and larger improvements in 
adaptability in the primary school sample. 

The project activities produced a greater leap for these children, as they 
started the pre-test with low values of learning skills, which means that the spe-
cifics of the remedial interventions were well thought out by the project team 
in relation to their needs. This is extremely informative for educational deci-
sion-makers, as it may suggest that the number of siblings may even become a 
predictor of school dropout (reduced learning skills leading to school failure, a 
dimension that causes school dropout). The data obtained here can also be used 
to justify the need for customized interventions for these children from large 
families, if we want them to have good academic results that ensure their access 
to high school or even tertiary education.  

 
Marital status of the parents 

Over the years, many researchers found that the structure of the family 
can play an important role when it comes to school performance, child adjust-
ment to school, or graduating from high school (Sun & Li, 2008; Manning & 
Lamb, 2003). In our study, we also investigated a potential association between 
family structure (marital status of the parents) and the changes in the outcomes 
of the intervention program. Results are presented in table 8. 

 
Table 8. The marital status of the parents and intervention effectiveness 

 Primary school sample  Secondary school sample  
Effective-
ness upon 

Married Other  Married Other  

 M SD M SD t M SD M SD t 

Adaptability .50 5.45 .92 4.68 -.22 2.88 3.20 2.61 3.33 0.69 

Social skills 1.71 5.58 1.83 3.30 -.07 4.47 4.75 5.11 6.18 0.57 
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 Primary school sample  Secondary school sample  
Learning 
abilities 

.29 5.24 3.17 4.88 -1.58 4.03 6.64 5.61 7.12 0.27 

Affective 
problems 

-.79 2.81 -1.92 1.93 1.24 -1.31 2.07 -2.22 2.85 0.10 

Anxiety 
problems 

-1.79 1.82 -1.42 .79 -.86 -.83 1.23 -1.50 2.18 0.09 

ADHD prob-
lems 

-1.33 3.07 -3.58 2.87 2.11* -4.10 5.35 -3.44 5.96 0.58 

Note, ** p< 0.01, * p< 0.05 

 
In our study, the only difference in the effectiveness of the intervention 

depending on the status of the parents is manifested for ADHD problems in the 
case of primary school children. 

Thus, students who have divorced parents, separated or live with one 
parent, have larger improvements in their ADHD problems following the inter-
vention. 

 
Attendance in the program 

The last factor analyzed here is the attendance in the program. Results 
are presented in table 9.  

 
Table 9. The correlations between the attendance of the program  

and the effectiveness of the program 
 

Effectiveness upon Primary school sample Secondary school sample 

Adaptability .32 .14 

Social skills .15 .32** 
Learning abilities .01 .04 

Affective problems .17 -.04 

Anxiety problems .16 -.09 
ADHD problems -.22 -.05 

 Notes, ** p< 0.01, * p< 0.05 
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As table 9 shows, in the secondary school sample, the only significant 
correlate of the change was recorded for the social skills (r=0.32, p<0.01). An 
identical correlation was obtained in the primary school sample, even if not sig-
nificant (due to the small sample), with the change in adaptability (r=0.32). In 
other words, children with a higher level of attendance had larger improve-
ments in their social skills in the secondary school sample and larger improve-
ments in adaptability in the primary school sample. Also notable, even if not 
significant, is the correlation between attendance and the change in ADHD 
problems in the primary school sample. That is, children with higher levels of 
attendance had larger decreases in their ADHD problems. 
 
 
Conclusions and implications 

 
In the effort to reduce school drop-out and keep children in school for 

as much as it is possible, the most effective strategies involve preventive and 
corrective interventions for children at risk of dropping out of school before 
entering high school. These interventions require additional support (e.g. guid-
ance, counseling), as well as actions to monitor risk factors, which allow for the 
correct guidance of interventions. There are aspects that the decision-makers 
and the people directly involved in the implementation, within this project, 
have capitalized on. Moreover, the intervention itself also has to aim at carrying 
out activities that can lead to increased school performance, involvement in 
school activities, and thus to the extension of the schooling period by (a) provid-
ing direct, individualized guidance and support for the fulfillment of homework, 
participating in-class activities; (b) participation of the student in counseling 
and career guidance classes which may sustain a positive attitude toward edu-
cation. Therefore, we can unequivocally state that the results obtained within 
the project, come to confirm and complete the data seen in other similar studies 
found in the international and national literature. We summarize some of the 
most relevant: 1. gender, ethnicity, family environment are vulnerabilities that 
over time can lead to the phenomenon of school dropout. 2. for school students, 
socio-emotional and cognitive competencies develop asynchronously and 
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therefore an inappropriate development of them can facilitate school dropout 
or class repetition. 3. children with normally developed socio-emotional com-
petencies and a high degree of adaptability are more likely to constantly partic-
ipate in remedial activities. 4. the presence of parents and especially mothers in 
children's lives can ensure the emotional stability of children and adolescents. 
5. adolescents deprived of parental involvement may develop more serious 
emotional and behavioral problems and are therefore vulnerable to the temp-
tation to leave school 6. there are gender and age differences in the develop-
ment of certain specific skills 7. personal and academic development activities 
reduce the level of anxiety experienced by school students 8. overall, the inter-
vention implemented in the project has significant effects both in terms of so-
cio-emotional development, but also in terms of adaptability and learning skills 
of children in the target group. 

Obviously, in the context of any study, there are some limitations. We 
draw attention to the fact that not all dimensions have changed. This may be 
due to several factors: the small number of children left in the project and im-
plicitly the low statistical power for some analyses, especially at the primary 
level (pre-test vs. post-test), changes due to the natural maturation of children 
and adolescents, the pandemic generated by the new coronavirus, the lack of a 
true control group (which was excluded for both ethical and practical reasons). 
However, analyzing the data objectively, there are sufficient arguments to sup-
port the existence of changes in the developmental profile of students and we 
are talking here about the size of the effect recorded and explained for each di-
mension assessed. In conclusion, the results of this study confirmed that the 
multidimensional intervention carried out within the project, generally led to 
changes according to expectations. The intervention included both remedial ac-
tivities (to increase school performance) and social and emotional development 
activities. Initial data revealed that at the time of the first evaluation, social skills 
were not sufficiently developed for about half of the students. In addition, more 
than a third of them had serious emotional problems and noticeable skills gaps 
that impair the autonomous learning process. The need for interventions on 
these specific dimensions is sustained by the fact that socio-emotional compe-
tencies are critical for academic success, but also for professional/ personal 



FOSTERING SCHOOL ENGAGEMENT IN CHILDREN FROM DISADVANTAGED COMMUNITIES 
 
 

 
55 

success. This also applies to children and adolescents who are at increased risk 
of dropping out of school due to disadvantaged socio-economic status, ethnic 
minority status, or early emotional and/or behavioral problems (Domitrovich, 
Durlak, Staley & Weissberg, 2017). The well-known process by which these 
skills are acquired is that of socio-emotional learning (SEL- social and emo-
tional learning) (Weissberg, Durlak, Domitrovich & Gullota, 2015; Benga et al., 
2018; Buzgar, Dumulescu & Opre, 2013).). As such, as we have done in this case, 
for similar situations we consider that it is necessary to plan and implement 
some effective, multilevel interventions focused on cognitive, emotional, and 
behavioral engagement in school activities. In conclusion, we can say that the 
intervention has statistically significant effects that are in line with the general 
purpose of the project, namely to reduce school dropout, to support the educa-
tion of future generations, and to take into account especially vulnerable 
groups.  
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