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A  research project, the results of 
which form the basis of a peer-reviewed 
publication,“had the goal of mapping 
the sources of school failure at the 
start of compulsory schooling and 
to fi nd out what circumstances help 
children at risk of school failure to 
thrive. In other words, we were inter-
ested in discovering what functional 
practices teachers use to support the 
learning of children with learning dis-
abilities so that these children do  not 
fall into school failure”. A  team of ex-
perienced researchers from the Faculty 
of Education of Charles University, in 
collaboration with a smaller team from 
the Faculty of Education of the Uni-
versity of South Bohemia, consisting of 
Anna Páchová, Naďa Vondrová, Marti-
na Šmejkalová, Jana Stará, Ida Viktor-
ová, Olga Kučerová, Darina Jirotková, 
Jana Slezáková, Klára Eliášková, Ga-
briela Babušová, Veronika Francová, 
Jana Krátká, Lenka Zemanová, Zuzana 
Bílková, Zuzana Štefánková, Helena 
Havlisová, and Vlastimil Chytrý, under 
the leadership of Irena Smetáčková, col-
lected a large amount of data, in terms 
of both breadth (the data covers cogni-
tive, pedagogical, social, and other ar-

eas) and development (the data covers 
two years, allowing comparisons over 
time). Th e size of the research popu-
lation (29 classes from the second and 
third years of basic school1, numbering 
580 pupils) and the concept of the re-
search design are unique.

Four basic research questions pro-
vide the logical structure of the book.

1. Which children in the fi rst stage 
of basic school can be considered at risk 
of school failure, both from the per-
spective of teachers and on the basis of 
objective indicators of disposition and 
performance?

2. What are the knowledge and skills 
of these children in Czech language and 
mathematics, measured by either school 
performance or by independent didactic 
tests?

3. What pedagogic approaches and 
practices do teachers employ in the class-
room?

4. What pedagogical beliefs do teach-
ers hold and what practices do they em-
ploy in relation to children at risk of 
school failure?  

Th e research methods need only to 
be listed for the reader to understand 
that the authorsʼ conclusions are not 

1 A school where most Czech children undergo their nine years of compulsory education.
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the result of a mere “opinion survey” of 
teachers, students, or parents. And they 
are not just based on questionnaire or 
test data. Th e portfolio of methods in-
cluded interviews with experienced and 
respected teachers about their pupils, 
curriculum, teaching methods, and 
pedagogical beliefs. Th e teachers also 
assessed their pupils using the Student 
Characteristics Questionnaire. Obser-
vations of teaching in the classrooms 
that focused mainly on the classroom 
climate and the specifi c teaching meth-
ods of the teachers were carried out. 
Th e observations then focused specifi -
cally on individual pupils who showed 
some weakness in tests or school per-
formance. Th e authors of the research 
tested all the pupilsʼ cognitive abilities 
(tests of intelligence, memory, and exec-
utive functions). Th ey also analysed the 
pupilsʼ performance and their results in 
Czech language and mathematics using 
a  didactic test that was administered 
twice. Th e pupils s̓elf-assessment in 
these didactic tests was then linked to 
the results. In the questionnaire the pu-
pils also reported their attitudes towards 
school and distance learning. I provide 
this detailed account in order to illus-
trate the quality of the methodology, 
which led to quite powerful conclusions 
revising the conventional conception of 
school failure. Until now this has oscil-
lated in a  fruitless contrast: individual 
personality (usually genetically deter-
mined and not very changeable) caus-
es vs. socio-cultural, especially fami-
ly ones. Th e “open” concept of school 

failure/success presents a  dynamic pic-
ture of the gradual “creation” of school 
failure in at-risk pupils with weakened 
aptitudes around a  core, which is the 
pedagogical approach of teachers and 
more broadly of the school. Incidental-
ly, the initial fi nding that teachers re-
ject the label “school failure” as a  stig-
matising one with demotivating eff ects 
already provides empirical confi rmation 
of the readiness of practitioners to be 
open-minded and also that they are 
aware of the importance of the linguis-
tic construction of reality.

Th e monograph is a  reader-friend-
ly look at a  traditional topic that has 
been much talked about recently, but 
analytically compelling insights into 
how students thrive or fail in school are 
lacking. Th e public debate and school 
policy are based on trends that show 
the impact of the selectivity of the ed-
ucation system on the quality of pupilsʼ 
knowledge and educational inequalities 
or they note the strong infl uence of the 
family environment on pupilsʼ educa-
tional outcomes. Th ese considerations 
replicate the fi ndings of international 
surveys such as PISA. In addition to 
the robust data, the motivation or atti-
tude of the pupils towards the subject 
or their subjective perception of the 
teaching methods acts as an autono-
mous parameter, and these parameters 
correlate with pupilsʼ profi ciency test 
results. In recent decades, however, this 
sociological and school-political grasp 
of the topic has displaced the analysis of 
the pedagogical, didactic, and psycho-
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logical core of school failure/success. 
Th e views of psychology, didactics, or 
pedagogy then appear in isolation and 
focus on sub-variables such as student 
motivation, interactive methods, or or-
ganisational concepts of diff erentiated 
instruction. What, then, do I see as the 
uniqueness of the research and therefore 
of the monograph under review?

Firstly, it brings back into play 
a theme that we know from the 1970s 
and 1980s. In fact, school success has 
become such a nebulous concept in re-
cent decades as a result of the constant 
reforming and not always balanced stu-
dent-centred turn that it needs to be de-
fi ned. However, the concept of school 
success in the fi nal third of the 20th 
century was chiefl y infl uenced by psy-
chologists. Vladimír Hrabal dealt with 
the diff erence between school aptitude 
and school success, with an empha-
sis on the child s̓ intellectual, or, more 
broadly, cognitive disposition. Th e gap 
between their level as observed in the 
out-of-school environment and the pu-
pil s̓ performance in school then led to 
the expansion of the term “underachiev-
ers” – those whose performance is be-
low their expectations. In collaboration 
with him, Zdeněk Helus emphasised 
personality, especially motivational, 
attitudinal, and identity factors. Th e 
concept of school failure/success in this 
conception represented a mosaic, a kind 
of “patchwork” of parameters correlated 
with pupilsʼ school performance.

Secondly, a  strength of the current 
monograph is its truly systemic ap-

proach to school failure/success. It 
connects the above domains that in-
fl unce school education and does not 
place them loosely next to one another: 
from the personal aptitudes of the stu-
dents, through pedagogical practices, to 
the organisational characteristics of the 
school. From empirical data, it identi-
fi es seven principles of the teaching of 
eff ective teachers. Among these, their 
care for the classroom climate and re-
lationships stands out for its centrality. 
Th is infl uences the social and cognitive 
support for learning, the promotion of 
the structuring and rules of the class-
room, the promotion or rejection of the 
hierarchisation of pupils, the individu-
alisation of teaching, and formative as-
sessment. Th rough the statistical anal-
ysis of these “principles”, the authors 
created four constellations of them, 
which they labelled as types of peda-
gogical approaches. Among them, there 
are two that merit special attention – 
what is termed Opposition and the ap-
proach characterised as Comprehesive-
ness. Opposition is typical of teachers 
who do not focus on peer relationships 
among students, do  not employ social 
support for learning (small group work, 
sharing solutions, peer assessment, etc.), 
promote competition, and maintain 
a  social-emotional distance from their 
pupils. In contrast, the Comprehensive 
approach clearly emerges as the most ef-
fective, especially in terms of the future 
thriving of students with impaired apti-
tudes in cognitive and other areas: a fo-
cus on the causes of pupilsʼ behaviour, 
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not just the consequences; a  defi nite 
culture of acceptance of diff erence com-
bined with an individualised approach; 
an emphasis on both social and cogni-
tive support for learning; proximity to 
students not as a strategy of pandering, 
but as the empathetic nurturing of re-
lationships and climate. Th ese labels 
may sound like empty clichés, but the 
detailed specifi c illustrations of them 
from the school environment sound 
convincing. In the description of cog-
nitive support, the reader learns how to 
strengthen working memory, ask deep 
questions and teach students to ques-
tion eff ectively, develop metacognition, 
etc. However, the authors emphasise 
that no one pure type of pedagogical 
approach leads to eff ective enhance-
ment of pupilsʼ achievement and thus it 
cannot be explained by the personality 
of the teacher only.

Th irdly, the research is unique in 
that, unlike most research on pupilsʼ 
school achievement, it concentrates 
on the early stages of school educa-
tion. Th ere are disproportionately more 
studies that follow pupils in the second 
stage of basic school (years 6-9) or mid-
dle school. When pupils are at this age, 
however, analyses can at most contrib-
ute to a kind of “damage repair”, while 
knowledge about the beginning of the 
risky path to school success can be of 
great preventive value if used appropri-
ately. It points to the causes and does 
not focus on the consequences. More-
over, this is at least partly longitudinal 
research with the potential for the fur-

ther monitoring of pupilsʼ development.
Fourthly, the book makes an inter-

esting contribution to theory. Th e au-
thors do not provide a declaratively ex-
plicit critique of the so-called essentialist 
approach (school performance is the re-
sult of given and unchangeable genetic 
assumptions). Th is is something that is 
increasingly entrenched in the expla-
nation of school failure/success by the 
public and also some professionals. Th e 
design of the research made it possible to 
distinguish the level of studentsʼ expec-
tations about meeting the demands of 
teaching from their actual performance. 
Th e proportion of pupils with weakened 
assumptions on entry who thrive, and, 
conversely, of those whose assumptions 
have not been weakened but do  not 
thrive, calls the essentialist approach 
into question. Th erefore, school failure 
is not a predetermined characteristic of 
pupilsʼ personalities, it is not necessar-
ily unchangeable, and therefore early 
intervention is called for. Nevertheless, 
not every pedagogical approach, even if 
guided by goodwill, is functional. It is 
not enough merely to be a pedagogical 
optimist and seek individual support. 
Th e authors show that there has to be 
a truly comprehensive setting, from the 
climate of the school and the specifi c 
classroom to the collaboration with the 
family, the team support of the teachers, 
their pedagogical beliefs, and the specif-
ic teaching practices.

Fifthly, the book again subtly off ers 
overlaps with current issues in educa-
tion policy. It shows how the issue of 
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early risk of school failure is related to 
pro-inclusion policies or to the treat-
ment of the postponement of school 
attendance, not as a fi gure of speech or 
as a politically topical order to solve an 
isolated problem but as a logical or “nat-
ural” consequence of the pedagogical 
approach. Th e comprehensive approach 
to an open concept of the path to school 
success that is taken by the authors puts 
eff orts to make schools more inclusive 
in a new light. It puts it at the heart of 
eff ective education for all. It thus goes 
beyond the mystifyingly disparaged 
inclusion in the Czech environment, 
which is understood as unrealistic ed-
ucation of disadvantaged pupils (with 
special educational needs – SEN) with 
others. Relating this to research data on 
students with impaired aptitudes and at 
risk of underachievement and the case 
studies presented shows that successful 
education is based on similar principles. 
Th ese are the timeliness of diagnosis and 
the fi rst measures, the teamwork of ped-
agogical work with them, and the con-
sistent evaluation of support measures. 
Th us, the authors show that it is not 
necessary to draw a sharp line between 
SEN and impaired aptitudes, as well as 
between counselling support measures 
and pedagogical practices aimed at chil-
dren at risk of underachievement.

Regarding the postponement of 
the start of school attendance, again 
it appears that there are indeed more 
students with this who are not doing 
well in school. However, it was also 
confi rmed that the group of pupils with 

postponement of the start of school at-
tendance is not homogeneous and that 
other factors, particularly the reason for 
the deferral, should be considered when 
considering school risk. Czech practice 
is concerned with two reasons – the ma-
turity of the child and their readiness 
for school. Once again, two basic poles 
of the risk of school failure emerge. On 
the one hand, there is essentially the 
biological maturation of the child (this 
typically concerns concentration of at-
tention or working memory). On the 
other, there is the matter of language 
skills (vocabulary), communication 
skills, or independence. Research on 
the eff ectiveness of deferrals is scarce. 
Neither do the results of the present au-
thorsʼ research allow for an assessment 
of the eff ectiveness of the postpone-
ment of the start of school attendance. 
However, they do contribute to under-
standing how these pupils fare once 
they start school and how their early 
educational trajectory develops (in their 
cohort there were about 20% of such 
pupils). Th ey looked at how often such 
pupils were in the at-risk and underper-
forming groups in grades 2 and 3 and 
divided them into two groups – young-
er (those who started at from 7 to 7.4 
years of age) and older (who were over 
seven years and four months old when 
they started). Th ey found a  signifi cant 
diff erence: children in the older group 
met the criteria for being at risk and 
failure signifi cantly more often than the 
younger ones, and the increase in their 
vulnerability occurs mainly between 
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the second and third grades. Th e young-
er pupils with postponement gradually 
become the equals of pupils without 
postponement in terms of performance 
in cognitive and didactic tests in Czech 
language and mathematics. However, in 
the areas of relationships, emotions, and 
family background, teachers rate them 
slightly lower than pupils without post-
ponement. Th e book also includes rec-
ommendations of both a systemic nature 
(to strengthen the transfer of informa-
tion and cooperation between kinder-
gartens, basic schools and counselling 
centres) and pedagogical and psycholog-
ical measures (“it would be advisable to 
consider whether postponement makes 
sense for children with more signifi cant 
defi cits”). For immature children, it rec-
ommends not only postponement, but 
also individualised support in the form 
of a pedagogical care plan in the kinder-
garten (or some other variant of a  sup-
port measure of the fi rst level).

In my review, I  have not gone 
through the individual chapters, their 
content, or the specifi c authors. Readers 
should not miss the chapter on Czech 
language and mathematics. It provides 
insights into the critical points of the 
curriculum from the perspective of at-

risk students and points out teacher 
strategies to overcome the diffi  culty of 
the curriculum. Th e chapter on teach-
er-parent collaboration is likewise use-
ful. However, I  believe that it is more 
important to highlight what this work 
does to fi ll the gap in our understand-
ing of the origins of school failure and 
the ways in which it can be reduced. 
Th e monograph “Pathways of Children 
at Risk of School Failure” is primarily 
intended for the teaching population. 
It strikes a  good balance between be-
ing a  professional publication and be-
ing in a  genre understandable to the 
general public. It off ers the fi ndings of 
current research and positions them in 
the context of current theories. It can 
thus become an important resource for 
strengthening teachersʼ professional-
ism. It can, of course, also be recom-
mended to professionals in educational 
sciences and to students.

Th is monograph on school failure 
has certainly paid off  for the Ministry 
of Education as a  supporter of the OP 
VVV (Operational Programme Re-
search, Development, and Education) 
project Teacherʼ understanding of the 
causes of school failure and the eff ective-
ness of pedagogical interventions. 
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