
THE ASPE EXPERTISE IN RELATION WITH SCHOOL FAILURE, DROP-OUT, AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION 

ISSUES 

Identifying the various mechanisms that generate and amplify school inequity and exclusion, 
overcoming school failure, and globally, contributing at fostering equity and efficiency of education 
and training systems are the main concerns and objectives of the Service d'analyse des Systèmes et 
des Pratiques d’enseignement - aSPe (Analysis of Education Systems and Instructional Practices). In 
1979, Gilbert de Landsheere, the founder of the Laboratoire de Pédagogie expérimentale (Laboratory 
of Experimental Education), which would become the aSPe later on, translated B.S Bloom’s 
publication, Human Characteristics and School learning into French. In this way, he significantly 
contributed to the spread of a conception of education and learning which led many education 
systems (included ours) to consider school achievement and success for all especially for the 
underprivileged, as a major objective. 

In 1996, Marcel Crahay, who was the director of the centre at the time - Service de Pédagogie 
expérimentale (Centre of Experimental Education), published, on the basis of his research team’s 
works, his famous book Peut-on lutter contre l’échec scolaire?, translated into many languages. In 
1999, he published L’école peut-elle être juste et efficace?, where the exclusion mechanisms (grade 
retention, segregation and relegation) which make our education system tremendously inequitable, 
are thorough observed and analyzed. A second edition of this book is available, with new 
contributions of Dominique Lafontaine, the current director of the Centre. 

The research activities conducted at the aSPe are fully oriented towards the empirical search of 
malleable factors that improve education and instructional quality. Quality encompasses not only 
effectiveness, but equity as well, with a particular attention paid to low-achievers. Educational tools 
development, large-scale national and international assessments, school change and improvement, 
in service training for teachers and principals, professional training, missions in developing countries, 
observation and improvement of the school-families relationships,…, all the research projects and 
activities led by the aSPe contribute to the similar objective: improving the quality of education 
systems and instructional practices, reducing school failure, inequities linked to social and cultural 
background or gender, and, beyond, the possibly resulting school drop-out and exclusions.   

Almost all our works are connected to that philosophy. Here will only be presented a brief overview 

of them, with the main related publications. 

RESEARCHES RELATED TO INTERNATIONAL SURVEYS 

Several researches conducted by the aSPe focus on education systems, with a comparison 
perspective. For instance, one of the major objectives of international surveys such as the 
Programme for International Student Achievement (PISA), the surveys of the International 
Association for the Evaluation of educational Achievement (IEA) on reading, mathematics and 
science, the European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC), is to determine the characteristics of 
the education systems where the gaps between higher and lower performing students are the most 
reduced and where achievement inequalities due to social background or immigrant status are less 
important.  

The aSPe organizes and monitors the implementation of the international surveys PISA, PIRLS and 
SurveyLang (European Survey on Languages Competences) at a national level, in the schools of the 
Wallonia-Brussels Federation (FWB), and carries out the analysis of their results.  
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RESEARCHES RELATED TO THE EDUCATION SYSTEM OF THE WALLONIA-BRUSSELS FEDERATION  

Beside the researches on international comparisons, the aSPe has been leading many researches 

focused on the education system of the Wallonia-Brussels Federation (FWB). Those listed here below 

show the long-lasting involvement of the aSPe for issues such as school failure, drop-out and social 

exclusion.   

1. An important project was the APER research, which began in the early 1980’s in primary school 

and went on till 1989, in the first degree of secondary school. This research showed mainly how 

assessment practices, all based on local norms at that time, could be arbitrary and lead to failure. 

This research made the policy-makers’ aware of this unfairness and had thus undoubtedly an 

influence on the development and the implementation in FWB of external graduating and non-

graduating assessments. Since their very first start, the external non-graduating assessments 

have been scientifically framed by the aSPe. Their purpose is to diagnose the student difficulties 

and help to solve them. More globally, the aSPe took part in the construction of indicators 

related to our education system, which leads to its efficient monitoring.    
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2. Through many researches, the aSPe contributed to the construction of a D+ index which helps to 

determine which schools need more resources to take in students from an underprivileged social 

background. Previously the name of this procedure was positive discrimination, nowadays it has 

evolved towards differentiated funding.  
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3. Another important research conducted by the aSPe between 1989 and 2008 was Grandir en l’an 

2000 (Growing up in 2000). Four hundred children were followed-up from their birth to their 18 

years. It is the only truly longitudinal study ever carried out in FWB. Through regular data 

collections in families, children themselves, schools and teachers, the objective was to identify 

family and school background factors that could be acted on to modify the school career towards 

success, which obviously involves a reflection on how to avoid school failure and drop-out.   
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4. Many researches were devoted to gender-related inequalities, at different levels. One of these 

consisted in understanding the mechanisms that incite young girls to avoid scientific studies and 

careers while their competences at 15 years old are at the same level as boys’. Another recent 

research conducted in the frame of a FRFC project and concerning university-access inequalities, 

analyzes the reasons why today, girls succeed better than boys at university, whatever the 

domain of studies. Finally, the aSPe also examines sexism in training and working situations, the 

consequence of which is the exclusion of women from some occupational tracks.  
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5. A study conducted in 2009 by the aSPe (in collaboration with Christian Monseur) on the causes 

and consequences of retention in last year of kindergarten led to the implementation in FWB of 

the Décolâge project (http://www.enseignement.be/decolage): a system aiming at reducing 

significantly and even deleting grade retention practices between 2.5 and 8 years old is in 

process of being carried out in our education system. Beyond the initial study, the aSPe has been 

contributing to this implementation: information campaign in the educational community via 

conferences on the issue, specific educational resources elaborated and made available to 

improve teachers’ practices and training. The aSPe is still now accompanying the implementation 

of this system and will probably carry out its regulatory evaluation.   
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6. In collaboration with Michel Born (Psychology of Delinquency, University of Liege), another study 

aimed at preventing the achievement decrease in the primary-secondary school transition. It 

consisted in observing and analyzing the process and mechanisms which led some children to 

drop out in secondary school whereas they succeeded satisfactorily in primary school. On this 

basis, drop-out prevention tools and projects have been created and a 2-year longitudinal follow-

up was implemented. The aSPe director, Dominique Lafontaine, made two publications on the 

specific issue of school drop-out and one of them is directly related to this research.  
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7. A further study was carried out concerning the low knowledge and skills of the instructional 

language by the migrant students. Over the last 20 years, special procedures aiming at the 

reception and insertion of non-speaking French students arrived in Belgium in the current year 

(“primo-newcomers”) have been implemented in primary and secondary schools in FWB. But we 

have to admit that these measures do not always help enough schools to organize the best 

possible support. The study needed to supply a global description of the situation. It was carried 

out in two phases. Firstly, the quantitative phase aimed at measuring and featuring the 

concerned school audiences. The second, qualitative phase had to identify and evaluate the 

systems implemented in schools to organize the support of the students who have poor or no 

French knowledge and skills.  
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8. The aSPe also took part in a study about the insertion and longitudinal follow-up of learners 

from dual education system institutions in Wallonia. The purpose of this inter-university project 

(Inas-UMH, Tef-ULB, aSPE-ULg, Hec-ULg) was to observe the school and training careers, the 

searches for employment and the occupational insertion of young people from such institutions. 

Collected data enabled to build profiles and indicators according to mainly the school career 

prior to the dual system, the choice of the activity sector made in the dual education institution 

(and its reason), the stability/mobility in training, the duration before access to the first job, and 

the stability/mobility in employment.   
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9. Very recently, the aSPe was asked by the Direction des Relations Internationales of FWB to write 

a scientific paper on the issue of school drop-out as it is considered in the European strategy 

Education et Formation 2020 (Early School leavers). This paper will be supplied to the senior 

officials of our education system in a seminar about this issue in next December 2012. It will 

present a scientific perspective of the situation in FWB in relation to the international 

recommendations and trends.   
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RESEARCHES AND ACTIONS ABOUT OCCUPATIONAL TRAINING 

From the 1980’s to the late 2000’s, the aSPe conducted many projects financed by the European 

Social Fund. Though the first ones mainly consisted in training for unemployed people, the expertise 

they supplied to the team that carried them out led them to elaborate furthermore researches, the 

objective of which was tool construction. The aSPe thus committed itself a lot in the struggle against 

social and occupational exclusion beyond school, either in working directly with adults to help them 

to find a new job, or in designing resources for the improvement of the trainings supplied by other 

operators (textbooks, competence assessment systems, session monitoring guidelines). These works 

helped to create a significant network of partners including:   

- FOREM ; 

- Enseignement de Promotion Sociale de la Province de Liège (Social promotion Education of 

Liège) ; 

- Interfédération des Entreprises de Formation par le Travail et des Organismes d’Insertion 

socioprofessionnelle ; 

- CSEF (Liège) ; 

- a lot of local actors in the unemployed training sector.  

Some of these projects were carried out in partnership with these actors, or on their request (link 

with training institutions, early training and access to graduating trainings, trainer training, etc.).  

Finally, a particular project aimed at the socio-occupational insertion of women. 
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