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ICELAND SHOULD REFLECT ON SOME CHALLENGES 

IT SHARES WITH MANY COUNTRIES INCLUDING 

MINE…. 

 

 Boredom and disengagement of older students, 
fears about what the future holds… 

 

 How to prepare students for the future innovation 
economy spurred by technology… 

 

 Ability of schools to modernize VET to meet current 
labor market needs… 

 

 How to better engage social partners in preparing 
and supporting the next generation… 

 

 



OVERVIEW OF PRESENTATION 

 I. Prevention of drop out comes first……. 

 Recognizing risk factors 

 Using predictive data 

 II. What young people need to succeed– highly  
engaging and challenging activities relevant to their 
futures 

 Examples from the United States 

 Quest for Learning 

 Career Academies (NAF) 

 

 Re-engagement of dropouts is also possible……. 

 Practices supported by political will & strong policies 

 Netherlands “Kafka brigade,” absentee register, school and/or 
work through age 18; school incentive funding, active labor market 
policies 



 

I. BUILDING AN EARLY WARNING SYSTEM TO 

PREVENT DROP OUTS: PREDICTIVE FACTORS 

 

 

 MOST DROPOUTS 

 

 Are identifiable years before they dropout. 

 Struggle in or disengage from school for three to four or 
more years before they dropout. 

 Are preventable. 

 Ultimately want to graduate from upper secondary 
school…... 

 

 

Source of Research: EVERYONE GRADUATES 

CENTER, Robert Balfanz, Johns Hopkins University 

 



BALFANZ FINDINGS, CONTINUED 

 STUDENTS FALL OFF TRACK IN THE EARLY 
SECONDARY GRADES (ages 9-11) BY THE  

 A, B, C’S 

 Attendance 

 Behavior 

 Course Failure 

 

 Schools need to track each of these 
predictors and intervene early, 
prepare for transition to upper 
secondary…. 





II. WHAT YOUNG PEOPLE NEED TO 

SUCCEED…… 

 Engagement (interactive activities in teams with 

peers and caring adults) 

 

 Challenge (stretching to achieve what is just 

beyond their reach, not repetition, not remediation) 

 

  Relevance (application of learning, agency to act 

on the world and make a difference) 

  

     



 Kaiser Family Foundation research (USA):  

 60 percent of children 8 to 18 reported that a typical 

day included playing games for about two hours.  

 percentage of children playing digital games has 

increased by more than 50 percent in the last 10 

years 

 more time children spend playing video games, the 

less time they spend on homework.  

 And the puzzling paradox…compete or join? 
 Additional information source: MacArthur Foundation Digital Media & Learning   

http://www.macfound.org/site/c.lkLXJ8MQKrH/b.946881/k.B85/Domestic_Gra

ntmaking__Digital_Media__Learning.htm 

WHAT ENGAGES STUDENTS?? 





 Innovative technology-based instructional method 

 Lessons based on learning by gaming, main 

structure is a “quest” 

 Teachers develop learning games, students build 

games– “Sports for the Mind” 

 School is a “discovery” or “possibility” space 

 Learning is ”anytime/anywhere/from anyone” and 

without walls 

 Taps vast social and information pools outside 

school that are the world of kids 

 

QUEST TO LEARN: A HIGHLY ENGAGING 

NEW YORK PUBLIC SCHOOL 



 Constructed around “failure-based learning,” in 

which failure is brief, surmountable, often exciting 

and therefore not scary.  

 

 “A well-built game is a series of short-term feedback 

loops, delivering assessment in small, frequent 

doses. This may be both more palatable and also 

more instructive to someone trying to learn.”  

 Sarah Corbett, New York Times, September 2010 

QUEST HAS “BUILT IN” FEEDBACK : 



 Researchers say: 

 Games could replace tests. By making it through 

escalating levels of a game that teaches quantum 

physics, students demonstrate their mastery by finishing 

the game.  

 Game-play appears to substantially reduce any sex-

related gaps in visual-spatial thinking abilities and to 

improve them for all; important for engineering and 

science.  

 Major question is whether skills learned in gaming will 

transfer to other fields, but some of what motivates 

students connects to strong VET systems 

 

QUEST: CLOSELY WATCHED EXPERIMENT 



  “The whole point,” Kai said, “is you want your 

game to be hard, but you want it to be good.” (He 

studied his screen for a moment. Then using his 

mouse, he deftly deleted a row of enemies.) “What 

you want,” he said finally, “is good-hard.” 

 

 The gold standard in class, I was told by nearly 

every student I spoke with, was to create a game 

that was hard to beat but harder still to quit.  

 Sarah Corbett (New York Times, 2010)  

 

School website: http://q2l.org/ 

 

A STUDENT EXPLAINS WHY HE IS  

ENGAGED…. 





WHAT ENGAGES STUDENTS: CAREER ACADEMIES 

BLENDING WORK & LEARNING 

 Industry focused curricula 

 Work-based learning 

 Business/School 
partnerships 

 Major addition to classical 
VET trades 

 Supports 500 career 
academies in 189 school 
districts in 40 states, D.C. 
& the US Virgin Islands 

 

 

 

 

Mission: Increase 

engagement of high school 

students and smooth career 

and university transitions 

Sources:  2010 Annual Report, www.naf.org, 

Vision: A world in which all 

young people have the 

skills, knowledge, and 

experience needed to thrive. 



NAF ACADEMIES FOCUS ON CAREERS FOR 

THE FUTURE…….. 

 214 Academies of Finance 

 75 Academies of Hospitality & Tourism 

 106 Academies of Information Technology 

 36 Academies of Engineering  

 partnership with Project Lead the Way, the National 

Council for Minorities in Engineering (NACME), 

ConnectEd & SME Education Foundation 

 2 Academies of Health & Science 

Sources: NAF Academies, www.naf.org 



NAF ACADEMY MODEL 

 Small learning communities within larger schools 

or as stand-alone high schools 

 Operate in urban public school districts, and also 

in suburban and rural areas 

 Typically 200 students per academy 

 In addition to core academic courses, students 

take industry-specific classes related NAF 

Academy themes 

 



NAF Academies National Urban Averages 

 90% graduation rate 

 80% 2-4 year college 

 52%  graduate from 

college in four years 

 

 

 

 

 50% graduation rate 

 52% 2-4 year college 

 32% graduate from 

college in four years 

RESULTS – STUDENT ACHIEVEMENTS 

Source:  James J. Kemple & Cynthia Willner, www.naf.org 

 

 

 

 

NAF students earn 11% more (17% for males) than non-

NAF students in first 8 years after graduation 

 

85% of 5 and 10 year alumni are working in a professional 

field 

 

 



YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT RATE IN 2008-2010 

 

 

19 



THE COUNTRIES WITH THE LOWEST YOUTH 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATES AND THE HIGHEST 

UPPER SECONDARY COMPLETION RATES 

HAVE STRONG VET SYSTEMS THAT SERVE 

THE MAJORITY (OR CLOSE TO THE MAJORITY) OF 

STUDENTS. 
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