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Eines der zentralen Ziele im Bereich der
Alphabetisierung und Grundbildung ist die
Vermeidung von Kursabbrüchen (Drop-out), da
ihre Teilnahme nachweislich gesellschaftliche
Partizipation für ihre Zielgruppen fördern kann.
(Inter)nationale politische Organisationen haben
aus diesem Grund Programme zur Förderung
von Alphabetisierung und Grundbildung in
Feldern wie Politik, Praxis und Forschung
etabliert. Im Fokus der Forschung stehen in
diesem Zusammenhang insbesondere Fragen
von Zielgruppenakquise und Teilnahme,
während teilnahmeverhindernde Faktoren von
gering literalisierten Erwachsenen bedeutend
wenig erforscht werden. Im Beitrag wird
dieses Desiderat zum Anlass genommen,
um Ursachen für Kursabbrüche im Feld
der Alphabetisierung und Grundbildung
herauszuarbeiten. Als Datengrundlage
dafür dienen Expert:inneninterviews mit
Dozierenden, die im Feld tätig sind (n = 13).
Zentrale Ursachen für Drop-out werden so aus
Perspektive von Kursleitenden identifiziert und
entlang individueller, lebenskontextueller und
institutioneller Faktoren charakterisiert.

One of the central goals in literacy and adult
basic education is to avoid drop-out. This
is because participation in basic education
programmes can demonstrably promote
social participation for their target groups.
Consequently, a number of (inter)national
political organisations have launched
programmes to strengthen literacy and adult
basic education in various fields such as policies,
practice and research. Regarding research on
literacy and adult basic education, participation
behaviour has been increasingly examined.
Remarkably little attention has been paid to
researching the factors that prevent low-literacy
people from completing these programmes once
they are in the course. The article takes this
as an opportunity to examine the reasons of
drop-out in the field. Based on interviews with
trainers in literacy and adult basic education
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(n = 13), central reasons for drop-out are
identified and characterised along individual,
life-contextual and institutional factors.
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Frustration, Care Work, and the Pandemic:
Reasons for Drop-Out in Literacy and Adult
Basic Education

Lena Sindermann

Abstract

One of the central goals in literacy and adult basic education is to avoid drop-out. This
is because participation in basic education programmes can demonstrably promote so-
cial participation for their target groups. Consequently, a number of (inter)national po-
litical organisations have launched programmes to strengthen literacy and adult basic
education in various fields such as policies, practice and research. Regarding research
on literacy and adult basic education, participation behaviour has been increasingly ex-
amined. Remarkably little attention has been paid to researching the factors that pre-
vent low-literacy people from completing these programmes once they are in the
course. The article takes this as an opportunity to examine the reasons of drop-out in
the field. Based on interviews with trainers in literacy and adult basic education
(n = 13), central reasons for drop-out are identified and characterised along individual,
life-contextual and institutional factors.

Keywords: Drop-out; literacy and adult basic education; reasons for drop-out

Zusammenfassung

Eines der zentralen Ziele im Bereich der Alphabetisierung und Grundbildung ist die
Vermeidung von Kursabbrüchen (Drop-out), da ihre Teilnahme nachweislich gesell-
schaftliche Partizipation für ihre Zielgruppen fördern kann. (Inter)nationale politische
Organisationen haben aus diesem Grund Programme zur Förderung von Alphabetisie-
rung und Grundbildung in Feldern wie Politik, Praxis und Forschung etabliert. Im Fo-
kus der Forschung stehen in diesem Zusammenhang insbesondere Fragen von Ziel-
gruppenakquise und Teilnahme, während teilnahmeverhindernde Faktoren von gering
literalisierten Erwachsenen bedeutend wenig erforscht werden. Im Beitrag wird dieses
Desiderat zum Anlass genommen, um Ursachen für Kursabbrüche im Feld der Alpha-
betisierung und Grundbildung herauszuarbeiten. Als Datengrundlage dafür dienen Ex-
pert:inneninterviews mit Dozierenden, die im Feld tätig sind (n = 13). Zentrale Ursa-
chen für Drop-out werden so aus Perspektive von Kursleitenden identifiziert und
entlang individueller, lebenskontextueller und institutioneller Faktoren charakterisiert.

Schlagworte: Drop-out; Kursabbrüche; Alphabetisierung und Grundbildung;
Ursachen für Drop-out



1 Introduction

Participation in literacy and adult basic education potentially increases literacy skills for
adults and promotes both social and political participation (OECD, 2016). Consequently,
a number of (inter)national political organisations have launched programmes to pro-
mote basic education. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organi-
zation, for instance, started the international Education for All Initiative in 2000 to reduce
barriers to educational access (Schemmann, 2012; 2019). In Germany, the National De-
cade for Literacy and Adult Basic Education (2016–2026) was founded to strengthen lit-
eracy and adult basic education in various fields such as policies, practice and research.
The starting point for all such measures and initiatives has been the shared conviction
that literacy and adult basic education is the prerequisite for a self-determined life, life-
long learning, and social and professional participation. Appropriate basic education,
which includes teaching reading and writing skills, aims to increase learners’ chances of
independently completing everyday tasks, enabling their participation in society and
achievement of professional qualifications. Thus, literacy and adult basic education in-
cludes not only reading and writing skills but also numeracy, basic IT knowledge, health
education, basic financial literacy, and basic social skills (Euringer, 2016). Such educa-
tion is oriented towards the practical use of written language in everyday work and social
life, and teaching everyday competencies leads to the improvement of reading and writ-
ing (General Agreement on the National Decade for Literacy and Basic Skills).

However, participation rates in literacy and adult basic education are relatively
low. In Germany, the Leo. Studies (2011 and 2018) have identified a strong need for lit-
eracy and adult basic education as well as great difficulties in addressing their target
groups. Only 0.7 % of the 6.2 million low-literacy people in Germany participate in a
literacy and adult basic education programme (Grotlüschen et al., 2019). In observing
the low participation rates compared to the self-proclaimed goals of literacy and adult
basic education, it becomes clear that one of the central purposes of basic education
practice is recruiting the target group and keeping participants in their courses. There-
fore, an important aspect of literacy and adult basic education is the avoidance of drop-
out (Dorschky, 2016). Although research has increasingly been conducted on participa-
tion behaviour in adult education, it is also necessary to examine the reasons and
causes for absences in adult education (Dutz & Bilger, 2020; Hoffmann et al., 2020).
Specifically, in the context of literacy and adult basic education, little research has been
done on how to retain participants once they are in the course. Accordingly, there
seems to be a high discrepancy between the political importance of the topic and the
successful maintenance of attendance. Remarkably little attention has been paid to re-
searching the factors that prevent low-literacy people from completing these pro-
grammes. Considering the tremendous research gap regarding drop-out, this article
aims to examine the causes of drop-out in adult education. This can be summarised in
the following research question: What reasons for drop-out can be identified in literacy and
adult basic education?
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In this study, this question is answered through an interview study of trainers1 in
literacy and adult basic education in the ongoing research project “DRAG – Drop-out in
literacy and adult basic education”2. Trainers in literacy and adult basic education can
give an overview of the reasons for drop-out due to their proximity to participants in the
course and their professional role in the institutions. Especially with focus on drop-out,
trainers represent a key component interfacing between the institutions and partici-
pants.

To address the research question, this article first articulates the current state of
research on drop-out for adult education (2.1), as well as on the specific field of literacy
and adult basic education (2.2). The presented models and studies serve as a heuristic
and theoretical framework for subsequent analyses. Methodologically, this article is
based on a qualitative interview study with 13 trainers in literacy and adult basic educa-
tion (3). The findings evince different reasons for drop-out in literacy and adult basic
education, as observed from trainers’ perspectives, and therefore give an overview of
factors that might influence (permanent) participation (4). In addition, the findings are
discussed against the background of the current state of research; finally, conclusions
are drawn with regard to current debates in the field (5).

2 Reasons for Drop-Out in (Literacy and) Adult (Basic)
Education: State of Research and Theoretical Framework

Research on drop-out in the field of adult education started in the 1970s and has used
different definitions of the term, making a clear delimitation of the phenomenon diffi-
cult (Hoffmann et al., 2019). In addition to the classic definition of drop-out, which can
be summarised as the discontinuation of an adult education activity that has begun
(Schmidt, 2011, p. 203), many empirical studies have a broad understanding of the phe-
nomenon. Definitions range from the failure to take final examinations to the short-
term suspension of an offer or the general withdrawal from the education system (also
called non-participation) (Hoffmann et al., 2020). The obscurity of the phenomenon is
understood as the cause of large research gaps in the field and the occasionally widely
divergent results of studies (Schmidt, 2011; Thomas, 1990). Chapter 2.1 presents how
the phenomenon is commonly researched in adult education. Expanding on this,
Chapter 2.2 focuses on the specific field of literacy and adult basic education and ex-
plains how drop-out is researched in this context. Both sections reveal how causes for
drop-out are researched in the field and serve as a heuristic framework for the subse-
quent analysis.

1 There are a variety of terms used to describe teaching staff in the field of literacy and adult basic education. In the follow-
ing, the term trainer is used. This refers to all persons who teach in the field in various course formats.

2 The research project is funded by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) as part of the National Decade
for literacy and adult basic education 2016–2026 with the funding codes W1474BFO and W147AFO.
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2.1 Research on Drop-Out in Adult Education
Concerning research on the causes of drop-out in adult education, different dimen-
sions for drop-out have been identified: individual factors, institutional factors, (so-
cio-)structural factors, and situational reasons have been named in existing studies on
the phenomenon (Hoffmann et al., 2020). The beginnings of drop-out research mainly
featured studies with psychological explanatory models. A relevant theory in this con-
text is Boshier’s (1973) congruence model, which identifies drop-out decisions where the
individual needs of the participants (self-concept) do not match the institutional ar-
rangements of the course (learning environment). Garrison (1985, 1987) adopted this
model and extended it to consider psycho-social factors by considering participants’
individual expectations of their courses in relation to social influences. Darkenwald
and Gavin (1987) additionally focused on social factors as causes of drop-out in their
empirical studies and developed the social environment theory, which focuses on the fit
between learners and course structure. They considered trainers as relevant actors in
the drop-out process and emphasised that social interactions between participants and
trainers can promote or reduce retention in adult education. According to the current
state of knowledge, individualised approaches to participation decisions have progres-
sively been replaced. Cross’s (1981) chain of response model demonstrated possible inter-
relationships between variables that affect participation behaviour in educational ac-
tivities. By differentiating between factors that influence decisions on participation,
different barriers can be identified through this model – situational barriers (e. g. lack
of money, lack of time, professional and family obligations, lack of transport), institu-
tional barriers (e. g. inconvenient class times, inappropriate entrance requirements,
lack of study guidance), and dispositional barriers (e. g. self-esteem and the attitude of
the adult learner). More advanced models, such as Boeren’s (2017) comprehensive life-
long learning model, have examined participation along different levels of action in adult
education. Boeren (2017) analysed the perspectives of individual learners (micro-level),
educational institutions (meso-level) and regulating governments (macro-level) to ex-
amine participation behaviour by considering multiple relevant actors in this context.

The models mentioned above focus exclusively on participation in adult educa-
tion. As a research perspective that explicitly examines drop-out in adult education, the
typology of non-fit in cases of drop-out from adult education (Thalhammer et al., 2022)
should be mentioned as an explanatory approach to examining drop-out. It assumes
that decisions against participation in adult education cannot be traced back to individ-
ual aspects and are rather influenced by a series of situational factors. The researchers
examined drop-out as a matter of suitability and developed different types of non-fit
that can be related to individual – as well as institutional and structural – causes for
drop-out. The basis for this model came from interview data from drop-outs in adult
education. According to the findings, the reasons for drop-out can be attributed to the
following seven types of non-fit: intra-individual non-fit, life context-related non-fit, in-
ter-personal non-fit, individual-institutional non-fit, institutional-individual non-fit, in-
tra-institutional non-fit, and inter-institutional non-fit. These types of non-fit give an
overview about various reasons for drop-out. In the following analysis, they are contex-
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tualised within the specific field of basic education and used as a heuristic framework
to establish a classification system for the interviews with trainers in the subsequent
analysis (3).

2.2 Research on Drop-Out in Literacy and Adult Basic Education
With regard to drop-out research in the field of literacy and adult basic education, Tho-
mas (1990) summarised that despite numerous studies, little holistic research has been
conducted on the phenomenon. According to Pickard (2013), this changed in the 1990s,
when there was a shift from a predominantly unidimensional view of drop-out to a
multi-dimensional view. Subsequently, it has become apparent that causes, risk fac-
tors, and preventive measures of drop-out have been researched using different ap-
proaches. Empirical studies have identified individual, institutional and structural bar-
riers to participation (Kumar, 1994; Pickard, 2013; Thomas, 1990). Socio-demographic
experiences, psychological constitution, external influences from the environment, and
institutional barriers, such as supply structures or the learning atmosphere in the
course, were identified as relevant causes for drop-out, reflecting the multi-layered ef-
fects and complexity of the phenomenon (Kumar, 1994). This is of particular impor-
tance for the target groups of literacy and adult basic education. In this context, Prins
and Schafft (2009) criticised the traditional research on drop-out as follows: “When sit-
uational factors such as inflexible work schedules or health problems are discussed,
they are often treated as randomly occurring personal problems rather than social
problems that disproportionately affect poor families” (Prins & Schafft, 2009, p. 4). It
becomes clear that factors influencing decisions on participation are often located in
the life circumstances of participants. Thus, it can be determined that low literacy has
been researched less as an individual matter than as a social-structural phenomenon
(Müller, 2012). Therefore, low participation in literacy and adult basic education should
be seen as a complex interplay of different influences in which the structural interweav-
ing of social circumstances and participation decisions play a particularly important
role (Pickard, 2013). In her review, Pickard (2013) summarised that most participants
attributed their drop-out to circumstances beyond their influence, such as their work-
place, health problems or economic constraints.

However, this multi-perspective view of participation barriers in literacy and adult
basic education has not always been evident. In 1994, Sparks criticised the dominance
of psychological explanatory models for non-participation in basic education. These
models, she argued, hide the structural inequalities, political struggles and cultural dif-
ferences experienced by people of colour, women, and other marginalised groups. In
her comprehensive study of non-participation in the field of literacy and adult basic
education in Colorado, USA, Sparks drew attention to the significance of the experi-
ences of oppression for non-attendance in basic education opportunities. Additionally,
she criticised the prevailing discourse on non-attendance, which is limited to learning
motivations and implicitly blames individuals for their low literacy. Especially for mar-
ginalised groups, reasons for drop-out should be seen along categories of difference
such as race, class and/or gender (Sparks, 1994).
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Further evidence in support of this is Bremer’s (2004) study on the myth of the self-
learning subject also emphasising that participation in literacy and adult basic education
is often less a matter of motivation than a matter of privilege. It is important not to deny
the participants of literacy and adult basic education their power to act, but the current
research shows that the interweaving of different experiences of inequality can make
participation difficult. Cutz and Chandler’s (2000) study, which examines the non-par-
ticipation of the indigenous population – especially women – in Central America, also
exemplifies this phenomenon. They concluded that patriarchal structures in families
can have a considerable influence on the non-participation of women in basic educa-
tion programmes. They demonstrated that many women avoid literacy programmes to
avoid personal threats and conflicts in relationships (Cutz & Chandler, 2000). The
study showed that violence and oppression can be major barriers to women’s participa-
tion. Horsman (2000) also conducted research on women’s participation behaviour as
it relates to experiences of violence. Her examination built on extensive research that
revealed the wide range of impacts violence has on adult literacy learning. Overall, em-
pirical studies on drop-out in literacy and adult basic education have shown that the
reasons for it are multi-layered and cannot be seen as isolated decisions.

Now focusing specifically on adult education research in Germany, it has to be
noted that there is very little evidence-based research examining drop-out in literacy
and adult basic education although the phenomenon may be particularly topical (Hoff-
mann et al., 2019). With regard to the Covid-19 pandemic, empirical findings have sug-
gested that pandemic-related living conditions have acted as a push factor for drop-out
in literacy and adult basic education and reinforced risk factors for participants in the
field. A study by Bickert et al. (2022) revealed that the pandemic has further amplified
existing educational inequalities and that this predominantly affects the target groups
of literacy and adult basic education. In view of the current state of research, this article
now identifies the causes and reasons for drop-out according to the perspectives of
trainers working in the field of literacy and adult basic education.

3 Methodological Approach

This article aims to identify reasons for drop-out as observed by trainers in literacy and
adult basic education. As indicated above, the findings of this research are based on a
qualitative interview study in the field of literacy and adult basic education. Guided in-
terviews (Gläser & Laudel, 2010) were conducted with persons who have “expert knowl-
edge” (Gläser & Laudel, 2010, p. 11) about the research field due to their involvement in
it. Thus, 13 interviews with trainers who were teaching literacy and adult basic educa-
tion courses in German Volkshochschulen and other educational institutions were con-
ducted. The interviewed persons teach in formal, non-formal, and low-threshold pro-
grammes which cover the range of basic education offers in Germany. The interview
guide included questions on the trainers’ activities, the target groups of basic education
programmes, the importance of drop-out in the field, the causes of drop-out, and pre-
ventive measures against drop-out.
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The interview material was then evaluated using qualitative content analysis based
on Kuckartz (2016). The category system for the interviews was established through a
multi-step procedure that developed deductive and inductive categories. The intercoder
reliability calculated over the entire data corpus had a satisfactory Cohens-Kappa value
of 0.69 (Cohen, 1960; Krippendorff, 2004).

Aiming to identify the main causes for drop-out, the article focused on deductive
categories on reasons for drop-out based on Thalhammer et al.’s model, as indicated
above (2.1), and on inductive categories that emerged from the material (Fig. 1).
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During the coding process, the categories individual-institutional non-fit and institu-
tional-individual non-fit, as well as intra-institutional non-fit and inter-institutional non-fit,
were merged. Additionally, the inductive category target achieved was added to the
codes. Furthermore, inductive subcategories were formed for each of the presented
codes further differentiating the reasons for drop-out. Consequently, the analysis is
based on the main- and subcategories presented in Figure 1. As the interviews and the
coding were carried out in German, the quotations in the following chapters were
translated into English by the author.

4 Results

The central findings of the analysis are presented as follows: First, reasons for drop-out
concerning individual barriers (such as health or psychological problems) are men-
tioned (4.1). In addition, changed or persistent life circumstances of participants (4.2)
and discrepancies between individuals and institutions (4.3) are presented as causes for
drop-out.

4.1 Dealing with the World and Themselves
Reasons for drop-out can be influenced by different factors that reveal a non-fit be-
tween the individual needs of participants and course conditions. This section focuses
on the causes for drop-out found within the individuals themselves. Trainers of literacy
and adult basic education reported that participants in their courses are rarely used to
organised learning due to their educational biographies. Therefore, participants are of-
ten frustrated when they do not achieve self-imposed learning goals which trainers fre-
quently consider to be unrealistic. Frustration about the lack of progress in their own
literacy skills and the lack of successful learning strategies are described as reasons for
drop-out (I02_Pos. 70). At the same time, permanent participation is described as being
“easier for people who either already have a certain level of schooling or a learning biog-
raphy” (I07_Pos. 63).

From the trainers’ point of view, another reason for drop-out is the lack of fixed
daily structures for some participants. One interviewee explained that low-literacy
adults, in particular, have “big hurdles to cope with everyday life” (I07_Pos. 62). Accord-
ing to this trainer, some participants must make extensive preparations to keep fixed
appointments during the week. Therefore, regular attendance presents challenges for
parts of the target group of literacy and adult basic education (I07_Pos. 62). Simultane-
ously, firmly established everyday structures of participants clashing with course time
can cause drop-out. One of the trainers reported that a woman stopped participating
because she prioritised other obligations such as “going out with her dog during course
time” (I07_Pos. 101). The interviews thus illustrate how heterogeneous the target groups
of literacy and adult basic education – and therefore their causes for drop-out – are. The
interviewed trainers also explained that some participants could not continue attending
the courses for psychological reasons (I01_Pos. 32). These include addiction problems

Lena Sindermann 107



(I02_Pos. 66) or depression, as well as fears that make course participation impossible
(I03_Pos. 47).

Overall, it can be said that these causes of drop-out are often closely related to the
individual condition of the participants. One of the interviewed trainers summarised
that “[some participants] can’t integrate [the course] into their everyday life, because
they just can’t manage it” (I10_Pos. 103). At the same time, the interviews show that
many trainers adjust to the individual needs of the participants and give them the op-
portunity to participate unregularly: “Whoever comes is always warmly welcomed, and
there is no culture of ‘You have to come regularly though.’ I don’t do things like that”
(I10_Pos. 103).

4.2 (Changing) Life Circumstances that Make Education Difficult to
Complete

In addition to the previous reasons for drop-out which are found in the individuals
themselves, the article now focuses on the life circumstances of participants that make
permanent participation difficult to achieve and therefore cause a drop-out. Trainers
reported that participants faced changing life circumstances such as getting a new
workplace or finding a job which constitute a central reason for stopping a programme
(I12_Pos. 110). If the working hours of the new job clash with the course times or it is
simply too exhausting to come to the course after work, participants usually prioritise
their work (I09_Pos. 73). Regarding the target groups of literacy and adult basic educa-
tion, this can be explained by economic constraints that force participants to earn
money instead of improving their literacy skills (I13_Pos. 143, I03_Pos. 34). Often, the
opportunity to find a (new) workplace is one of the main reasons why potential partici-
pants enrol in a course. They may either be obliged to do so by the job centre or expect
better chances in the job application process by improving their reading and writing
skills (I03_Pos. 39). In addition to a new job, trainers also mentioned that moving to
another region is a common cause of drop-out (I12_Pos. 161).

The findings also show that the most common causes for course drop-out are the
lack of childcare, as well as “women’s circumstances” (I08_Pos. 20). In this context,
trainers emphasised that participation is almost never a question of motivation but is
prevented by the participants’ life circumstances. Women, in particular, have to give up
courses due to pregnancy or care work. One interviewee described the women in her
course as follows: “They are managers. It’s not an issue that they drop out because they
don’t like it anymore” (I08_Pos. 51). Another trainer stated the following:

“What makes it even more difficult for many women – even middle-aged women – is their
children. There are a lot of things piling up around them that have to be done or that make
it difficult for them to have their own head free or to have the time to do it regularly. The
will… I think the will is not so much questioned by the participants” (I07_Pos. 72,73).

It becomes clear that reasons for women’s drop-out are located in their life circum-
stances that are characterised by care work and mental load. Sometimes, women re-
enter their courses after their pregnancy (I08_Pos. 27), but often, care work (including
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taking care of children and being responsible for housekeeping) does not decrease
across these years, so it remains a central reason for drop-out (I04_Pos. 87, 88). Accord-
ing to trainers, care work as a cause for drop-out affects not only mothers but also
grandmothers who take care of their grandchildren (I04_Pos. 73).

In this context, the private environment of participants must also be kept in mind
when it comes to drop-out. Trainers reported, for instance, that spouses may forbid
their partners from participating to prevent learning progress and the associated inde-
pendence. One interviewee described a scene in which “women were asked by their
husband to stop” (I05_Pos. 41). When the trainer confronted the man, he replied that
“his wife didn’t need [the course] as he could take care of everything for her” (I05_Pos.
43). According to the interview data, this particularly affects women, but in exceptional
cases, parents sometimes forbade their adult children from taking part in the course.
Generally, trainers reported that “in the vast majority of cases, there are many reasons
for [drop-out], which mainly lie in the personal circumstances of life, […] outside the
course” (I07_Pos. 45).

4.3 Discrepancy Between Individuals and Institutions
As already indicated above, a frequent reason for drop-out is that participants’ ideas
about the courses may not match the course content offered (I09_Pos. 67). This can be
related to unrealistic expectations regarding participants’ own learning success, as well
as other facets of the course, such as “structure or format” (I07_Pos. 81). The following
section focuses on the reasons for drop-out that are located in the institutions or the
framework conditions of the courses. One interviewee reported that “the difficulty is
really to organise the lessons in such a way that everyone is equally supported” (I05_Pos.
71). Another trainer summarised that “everyone is different and some people need more
time, others are quicker, and that is actually the atmosphere in our courses. That every-
one is welcome” (I09_Pos. 99). This shows that trainers often try to adapt the course
content to the individual needs of the participants. However, this balance can be diffi-
cult, especially with regard to difficulties of their lessons because the participants of the
courses are very heterogeneous (I13_Pos. 206).

Other reasons for drop-out include conflicts within the course group or between
participants and trainers (I09_Pos. 88). In terms of long-term participation, a good rela-
tionship between trainers and participants is seen as particularly important in the field
of literacy and adult basic education. Relationships therefore function as course-bind-
ing elements, as well as factors for drop-out. For example, a trainer reported that par-
ticipants dropped out when their trainer stopped giving lessons (I11_Pos. 156). It was
also reported that no successor could be found after the trainer quit, so the institution
could not continue to offer the course.

The Covid-19 pandemic also caused drop-out in the field of literacy and adult basic
education. According to trainers, courses have been cancelled due to institutional re-
strictions or had to be switched to an online format. This has been difficult to imple-
ment for the target groups of basic education programmes. Since many participants
had neither the digital equipment nor the skills for online instruction, some trainers
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tried to give one-on-one lessons over the phone or sent worksheets home to the partici-
pants (I07_Pos. 15, I06_Pos. 32). In addition to pandemic-related measures, institu-
tions also had to contend with other requirements, such as a minimum number of
participants for a course to take place (I07_Pos. 48). In addition to drop-out reasons
located in the individual or in their life circumstances, institutionally caused drop-out
becomes relevant in the field of literacy and adult basic education.

5 Discussion and Conclusion

Based on the perspectives of trainers, the article provides key reasons for drop-out in
literacy and adult basic education, revealing that causes for drop-out are due to the par-
ticipants themselves, their life circumstances, or the educational institutions. With re-
gard to individual factors causing drop-out, trainers mainly described frustration and
unrealistic expectations of participants’ own learning progress. Addiction problems,
depression, and other illnesses were also named as causes for drop-out. Trainers ob-
served that the target groups of literacy and adult basic education often have difficulties
with organised learning due to their own school and learning biographies. Conse-
quently, the target groups of literacy and adult basic education are often described as
educationally distant, which has been critically debated in current research (Mania,
2018). In the context of participation, it has been argued that it is not the participants
who are educationally distant but the programmes that are far from the living environ-
ment or the needs of the participants (Bolder, 2006). For this reason, low-threshold
programmes are seen as particularly valuable in basic education practice. These pro-
grammes enable participants to access learning in a way that is close to their everyday
lives (Bremer & Pape, 2019).

Furthermore, the analysis of the interviews has shown that factors for drop-out
can also be found in the participants’ life situations. This primarily consists of a (new)
workplace that clashes with course times and causes participants to drop-out. Even
though the target groups of literacy and adult basic education are very heterogeneous,
many of them are considered marginalised (Tröster, 2010). Trainers stated that many
participants must prioritise their work due to economic constraints. Furthermore,
trainers particularly observed women’s life circumstances leading to drop-out. Care
work and patriarchal family structures can accordingly be seen as gender-specific rea-
sons for drop-out in literacy and adult basic education. Gender-specific causes for drop-
out are often intertwined with other factors, such as economic constraints, making par-
ticipation for women in basic education even more difficult.

Furthermore, the findings show that drop-out is not necessarily caused by partici-
pants or their life situation but can also be caused by institutions. For example, pan-
demic-related measures that terminated or interrupted courses should be mentioned
here. Trainers also reported that in the field of literacy and adult basic education, it is
difficult to recruit trainers, so courses may have to be terminated if no trainer can be
found. Thus, not only are the target groups of literacy and adult basic education affec-
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ted by marginalisation but the field of basic education is also partially precarious for
their staff (Lernende Region – Netzwerk Köln e. V., 2021).

All in all, drop-out in the field of literacy and adult basic education is influenced by
various factors. Through the findings of this interview study, it became clear that this
phenomenon must be researched multi-dimensionally: the causes for drop-out are as
heterogeneous as the target groups of the field (Grotlüschen & Riekmann, 2021).

The findings contribute to participation research in literacy and adult basic educa-
tion. The interviews of trainers not only confirmed findings from the current state of
research, especially with regard to basic education in Germany but also provided new
insights into the research field such as institutionally induced reasons for drop-out that
have so far only been marginally researched. The characterisation of causes for drop-
out in the field provide information about factors which prevent permanent participa-
tion. These can be used to derive measures to prevent drop-out. A central question that
remains might be how to counteract drop-out in practice when the needs of partici-
pants vary so greatly within a course.

The findings of this study can be linked to debates on structural educational in-
equalities in adult education (Erler, 2013). With regard to the gender-specific factors for
drop-out indicated above, it is very important to determine how permanent participa-
tion can be enabled for women in literacy and adult basic education programmes. To
this end, the perspectives of other actors in the field should also be taken into account
(e. g. those of participants themselves) who may identify further risk factors and rea-
sons for drop-out.
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