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Student dropout in higher education has been of great interest to the academic community,
state and social actors over the last three decades, due to the various effects that this event
has on the student, the family, higher education institutions, and the state itself. It is recognised
that dropout at this level of education is extremely complex due to its multi-causality which is
expressed in the existing relationship in its explanatory variables associated with the students,
their socioeconomic and academic conditions, as well as the characteristics of the educational
institutions. Thus, the aim of this article was to identify the individual, socioeconomic,
academic, and institutional explanatory variables involved in student dropout in rural
populations, based on a synthesis of the evidence available in the SCOPUS database. In
order to achieve it, a mixed systematic review was defined under the PRISMA 2020 method.
The analysis was approached in two stages; the first concerned the identification of the
documents and the conformation of the sample, where 21 documents were distinguished for
effectively dealing with dropout in rural higher education; and the second corresponded to the
procedures defined for the development of the bibliometric analysis and synthesis of the
information found in the documents. The results showed the distribution of studies by
country, years of publication, the categorisation of the documents in SCOPUS, their
classification by type and the methodologies used in the development of the studies
analysed, as well as the variables that have been addressed in previous research. In this
way, it is concluded that the results of the studies are not generalisable, either because
of the size of the sample or because of the marked social asymmetries that exist in
some countries, which can make the findings lack significance; on the other hand, the
interest in research on variables associated with individual and academic determinants
to explain rural student dropout is highlighted. In addition, some future research lines
which can be addressed as a complement to the current view of the dropout event in
rural higher education were identified.
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INTRODUCTION

In the last three decades, the study of student dropout in higher education has become one of the lines
of research of greatest interest for the academic community, state and social actors due to the high
rates of this event, its multi-causality and the effects or consequences it has for the individual, the
family, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), society in general and the state. Considering what has
been stated, it is also recognised that dropout rates worldwide have not been controlled and, on the
contrary, have increased from an aggregate perspective, being sharpened by the health, economic and
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social crisis derived from COVID-19, which indicates the
ineffectiveness of the actions of governments and HEIs,
represented in public policies, the establishment of retention
and graduation plans (P&GO for its Spanish acronym) and
early warning systems (SAT for its Spanish acronym)
(Marquez-Vera et al., 2013; Orellana et al., 2021; UNESCO,
2021). An example of this is the situation in OECD countries
where the dropout rate rose from 35% in 2005 to 64.5% in 2018,
and in countries such as Luxembourg, Hungary, Sweden, Czech
Republic and Slovakia this rate was higher than 70% (OECD,
2018); or the particular case of Latin America, which has
historically had high levels of dropout in higher education,
close to 54%, and which are expected to increase as an effect
of COVID-19 due to the strong social asymmetries that exist in
the region (Becerra et al., 2020; UNESCO, 2021).

Faced with the multi-causality of dropout, efforts have been
made to establish the variables that explain current dropout rates
and the causes that lead students not to complete their higher
education studies, which has resulted in various perspectives and
the development of tools that allow decision-makers to have a
holistic view of dropout prevention and mitigation (Kehm et al.,
2019). That said, research has focused on analysing the influence
of specific variables on the materialisation of dropout based on
individual student conditions such as age, gender, marital status,
family environment, intrinsic motivations and academic self-
regulation (e.g., Ghignoni, 2017; Arias-Velandia et al., 2018;
Behr et al., 2020); the student’s socioeconomic background
exemplified by the socioeconomic stratum of the dwelling he
or she lives in, family income, economic dependency and the
macro-economic environment of the country (e.g., Contreras,
2017; Behr et al., 2020; Palacio et al., 2020; Schmitt et al., 2020);
the academic factors represented in the development of
competencies prior to entry into higher education, secondary
school graduation tests, levels of satisfaction in the training
programme and the number of courses concurrently taken
(e.g., Guzmán, et al., 2020a; Heidrich, 2018); and finally,
institutional circumstances in relation to HEI policies, the
technological and pedagogical resources provided by the
educational institution, the level of interaction with teachers
and students and the pedagogical model (e.g., Armstrong
et al., 2018; Choi and Kim, 2018).

On the other hand, the analysis of the multi-causality of
dropout has been widely linked to the construction of
qualitative, quantitative and mixed models, with the aim of
explaining the event in terms of multiple variables; of such
studies, the developments made by Spady (1970), Tinto and
Cullen (1973), Fishbein and Ajzen (1975), as well as Tinto
(1975; 1987), which formed the basis of subsequent studies,
and, more recently, Barragán and González (2017), Pérez et al.
(2019), Venegas-Muggli (2020), Kilian et al. (2020), Segovia-
Garcia and Said-Hung (2021), among others.

However, the consequences of dropout for the actors in the
tertiary education subsystem are usually varied. Thus, in the case
of students, dropout represents the affectation of learning factors
related to emotion, cognition, motivation, among others
(Hällsten, 2017), which has long-term repercussions on
various difficulties, especially in terms of their work

performance (Hällsten, 2017; Sosu and Pheunpha, 2019). For
the family, the student’s dropout symbolises a sunk cost, due to
the expenses were incurred to cover the studies which will never
be recovered, (Moreno et al., 2019), as well as the destruction or
impossibility of building long-term social capital that allows
changing the family’s future conditions in both educational
and socioeconomic aspects (Ghignoni, 2017). As far as HEIs
are concerned, the materialisation of this event means a difficulty
in fulfilling their substantive functions (Voelkle and Sander,
2008) by affecting the quality conditions of the training
programmes and the reputation of the institutions (Ortiz and
Dehon, 2013), as well as impacting the income of HEIs in terms of
student enrolments, since dropout represents an opportunity cost
that translates into the loss of financial support (Barragán and
Rodríguez, 2015).

Finally, in the case of the state, the consequences of dropping
out can be categorised as financial and social. In this sense, the
materialisation of student dropout represents a damage to the
resources made available by the State, since " (...) students who do
not graduate on time (or at all) when they receive public funding
consume valuable fiscal resources, which in many cases are not
recoverable" (The World Bank, 2017, p. 14); and, on the other
hand, dropout prevents the consolidation of the benefits of higher
education by making it impossible to improve the average income
of the population (Cristia and Pulido, 2020), increase the
productivity of the economy (Cristia and Pulido, 2020),
consolidate democratic processes (Lance, 2011) and reduce
crime (Chalfin and Deza, 2019). In brief, student dropout in
higher education can slow down the development and social
transformation sought by implementing public policies related to
access to higher education, hence the importance of its prevention
and mitigation (Guzmán et al., 2021).

Under the widespread interest of the academic community,
state, and social actors in the study of dropout at the higher
education level, multiple opportunities have been identified for
understanding the event, especially in student groups such as
those from or located in rural areas, ethnic minorities and those
displaced by armed conflict, which have not been widely studied.
This has been evidenced in literature reviews focused on
identifying the variables that influence dropout by educational
modality, (e.g., Kara et al., 2019; Guzmán et al., 2020b; Orellana
et al., 2021), the role of the intrinsic and extrinsic context to the
student (Broadbent and Poon, 2015), the methodological
approach to the study of dropout (Rodriguez Urrego, 2019)
and the organisational perspective of the effects of dropout
(Fonseca and Garcia, 2016). Based on what has been
previously stated, a holistic view of this event in rural higher
education is required, due to the efforts made in recent years by
states and HEIs to link a population that was marginalised,
especially in developing countries, to the educational
subsystem and to materialise the direct and indirect benefits of
a higher level of education for the population, which are mitigated
by the high dropout rates in rural areas. In addition, the lack of
such a holistic view makes it difficult for decision-makers to
develop effective and efficient public and institutional policies by
governments and HEIs to deal with the event of dropout. Thus,
the aim of this article was to identify the individual,
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socioeconomic, academic, and institutional explanatory variables
involved in student dropout in rural populations, based on a
synthesis of the evidence available in the SCOPUS database.
Hence, student dropout in rural higher education merits a
comprehensive view of the explanatory variables which affect
it, in order to move towards its prevention and mitigation by the
various actors in the tertiary education subsystem, especially the
State and HEIs (Gibbs, 1998; Byun et al., 2012; Guzmán et al.,
2021; Snyder and Dillow, 2021). To guide the systematised review
presented here, the following research questions were proposed:

RQ1: What trends have been followed in the study of student
dropout in rural higher education in terms of the characteristics
of publications and methodologies?

RQ2: What progress has been made in the study of student
dropout in rural higher education, based on the determinants of
study (individual, socio-economic, academic, and institutional)?

Accordingly, this article is structured in four main sections.
The first section describes the conceptualisation of dropout and
the theoretical reference model; the second, the methodology
used to achieve the objective; the third, the main findings
obtained with the implementation of the methodology; and
the fourth, the discussions, conclusions, and final considerations.

DROPOUT AND THE THEORETICAL
REFERENCE MODEL

When referring to student dropout, multiple meanings have been
developed both by the academic community and by state and
social agents, which generates diverse points of view and an
enrichment of the discussion around it (Kehm et al., 2019), in
other words, these perceptions are not mutually exclusive. As
Guzmán et al. (2021) expressed it, the multiplicity of definitions
derives from specific purposes of analysis, and they have the
capacity to complement each other in order to give a broader view
of dropping out. In relation with the wide variety of conceptual
and operational definitions of this event, this article is based on
the one given by the Alpha Guidance Project. Thus, drop-out is
defined as "the cessation of the relationship between the student
and the training programme leading to a higher education degree
before the degree is achieved. An event of a complex,
multidimensional and systemic nature, which can be
understood as cause or effect, failure or reorientation of a
training process, choice or obligatory response, or as an
indicator of the quality of the education system" (ALFA GUIA
Project DCI-ALA/2010/94, 2013, p. 6).

This definition encompasses both the analysis of specific
variables and of the models developed. Consequently, its use
allows the theoretical framework of student dropout to be
understood from a holistic viewpoint, integrating the
perspectives of the academic community, state and social
agents. With this integration of perspectives, the study of
dropout has been carried out from a multidisciplinary
orientation in which the sociological, interactionist,
organisational, psychological and economic approach are
highlighted (Lázaro Alvarez et al., 2020), and have resulted in
the analysis of variables intrinsic and extrinsic to the student,

categorising them into four determinants: individual,
socioeconomic, academic and institutional (Fonseca and
García, 2016; Barragán and González, 2017; Donoso and
Schiefelbein, 2021; Guzmán et al., 2021).

Thus, the sociological approach sets the basis for the study of
dropout in higher education, assessing the influence of external
factors on the student. The contributions made by Spady (1970)
explained the event in terms of Durkheim’s theory of suicide, in
which it is argued that this action is the result of the subject’s
disconnection from the social system, and therefore, dropout is
explained as the lack of social integration of the student into the
higher education environment. In addition, this approach
considered variables other than social integration in the HEI
such as family, expectations and demands that affect the student’s
academic potential and performance.

Subsequently, the mainstream study of drop-out emerged with
its basis on the interactionist and organisational approaches in
which this event is explained by the student’s academic and social
interaction in the HEI. An example of this approach was the
model developed by Tinto (1975; 1987) in which the student’s
emotional and intellectual background was taken as a point of
reference, also involving various individual, academic, and family
characteristics that directly affect the student’s permanence in the
HEI. Later mainstream models, such as Bean (1986) or Heublein
et al. (2010), incorporated other related variables such as funding
opportunities for tuition and other costs associated with the level
of education, organisational characteristics of the HEI and
student effort, thus providing a broader picture of the drop-
out event.

From the psychological perspective, the student’s own
characteristics and attributes were incorporated, considering
aspirations, values, personality, motivation, and expectations of
success, so that the individual and his or her variables associated
with dropout were observed (Ethington, 1990). This approach has
grouped studies that include psychological aspects of the student
from the perspective of the educational sciences. Prior to the
research carried out by Ethington (1990), the explanatory
variables of dropout associated with the student’s psyche were
not incorporated into the models, which is why the variables
categorised in the individual determinant have been incorporated
from his analysis. Recent studies have shown the influence of
variables such as self-determination (Jeno et al., 2018),
personality (Alkan, 2014), introversion (Migali and Zucchelli,
2017) and neuroticism (Migali and Zucchelli, 2017).

Finally, the economic approach has privileged the
socioeconomic context of the student and his or her family by
evaluating the cost-benefit ratio of staying or dropping out of
higher education (Palacio et al., 2020), the influence of family
income on the probability of not completing the educational
process (Adrogué and García de Fanelli, 2018), social class as a
constraint to the creation of social capital (Palacio et al., 2020),
among others. While most studies have focused on the student
and the family, they have also assessed the impact of the drop-out
event on the operational income of HEIs and their financial
sustainability (Barragán and Rodríguez, 2015).

Based on this interdisciplinary orientation of the study of
dropout and the categorisation of the explanatory variables into
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the four determinants, this article is linked to the conceptual
model described in Figure 1, which has been widely used in
previous research (e.g., Barragán and González, 2017; Klein, 2019;
Radovan, 2019; Kemper et al., 2020; Vera et al., 2020; Guzmán
et al., 2021) as well as in the development of public policies such
as in the Colombian case (Ministry of National Education, 2009),
because it is adaptive to the educational modality or type of
student population, the new realities of the higher education
context, as well as allowing the development of explanatory and
predictive models of dropout in higher education (Guzmán et al.,
2021).

Thus, the determinants are conceptualised as follows:

• Individual: describes the characteristics associated with the
student and his/her personal environment that have a direct
influence on the decision to leave the study process
unfinished. Examples of the variables related to this
determinant are age, gender, marital status, position in
the number of siblings, health problems at the time of
enrolment at HEI, family environment, fulfilled
expectations, family and personal obligations, motivation
in relation to the teaching and learning process, self-
regulation, and time management.

• Socioeconomic: this refers to the influence of the social and
economic context in which the student is immersed, and
which may lead him/her not to complete the higher
education process. Among the variables related to this
determinant are the stratum, the employment situation,
the economic income of the family nucleus and of the
student, the economic dependence, and the
macroeconomic environment of the country.

• Academic: these are all those variables related to the
teaching and learning process both in previous levels of
education and in higher education that may lead students to
drop out. Among the variables of this determinant, the
following stand out: previous academic performance,

courses taken before higher education, secondary school
graduation tests, results of admission exams to higher
education, teaching qualifications and levels of
satisfaction with the academic programme.

• Institutional: refers to all the characteristics of the HEIs that
allow for the correct development of the learning process
and others associated with the student, which, if they
generate dissatisfaction in the student, may lead him/her
not to complete the learning process. Examples of
explanatory variables associated with the determinant are
institutional policies, funding services, pedagogical
resources, the level of interaction between teachers and
students, as well as academic support.

METHODOLOGY

To carry out the systematic review developed in this article, and in
order to achieve the proposed objective, a mixed study was
defined under the PRISMA 2020 method. This method was
intended for use in reviews that include syntheses of
quantitative and qualitative information (Page et al., 2021).
Thus, under this approach, two stages were carried out. The
first related to the identification of the documents (records); and
the second to the analysis and synthesis of the findings.

Stage One: Identification of the Documents
and Sample Formation
In order to identify the literature with the greatest impact on
higher education dropout in the rural student population,
documents were searched in SCOPUS, which is a curated
database of abstracts and citations of scientific documents
(e.g., articles, books and conference proceedings), whose
content is generally considered of the highest quality by the
academic community, since each of the grouped documents is

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model of determinants of dropout. Note: Each determinant groups n variables v1, v2,...,vn as exemplified in the individual determinant. A
variable can have an impact on other variables in the same or a different determinant.
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reviewed by peer reviewers and published under rigorous
editorial processes (Schotten et al., 2017). Thus, the equations
presented in Table 1 were used to determine the search for the
documents. The search was conducted in English, as SCOPUS
lists titles, abstracts, and keywords in that language. In addition,
other filters were not used in the search for information such as:
the period of publication, the geographical area of the study and
the quartile of categorisation of the journals determined by
SCOPUS. This was not considered relevant because previous
empirical research (e.g., Byun et al., 2012; Guzmán et al., 2021)
highlighted the lack of studies in a generalized manner, for that
reason it was sought to include as many studies as possible with
the purpose of avoiding the loss of information. In addition, the
search for documents was limited to articles, books, book
chapters and conference proceedings. On the other hand, for
the selection of search keywords, reference to those used in
previous systematic literature reviews was made such as
Orellana et al. (2021), Guzmán et al. (2020a), Rodriguez
Urrego (2019) and Kara et al. (2019), as well as recent
empirical studies such as Guzmán et al. (2021), Behr et al.
(2020), Kehm et al. (2019), Barragán and González (2017), as
well as Vera et al. (2020).

As a result of the SCOPUS search, a total of 183 documents
possibly related to the event of dropout in rural higher education
were detected, which were registered in a database composed of the
following data: type of document, year, authors, title of the
document, journal, name of the book or conference proceedings,
quartile of citation classification (only applied to journals), ISSN or
ISBN, and keywords. From the documents found, a total of 69 were
eliminated because they were duplicate records. Thus, with the
remaining 114 records, the titles, abstracts, and keywords were
read, with the intention of purging those documents not related
to the topic of study, consolidating the documentary analysis sample
consisting of 17 articles, one book chapter resulting from research
and three conference proceedings. It is important to highlight that in
the screening phase, and in order to eliminate bias in the selection of

the documents, an independent reviewwas carried out by each of the
authors, evaluating the full text in the case of those documents in
which the concepts were not unanimous. In addition, the PRISMA
2020 checklist was completed for each of the documents. Figure 2
shows the flow diagram of the PRISMA 2020 method.

Stage Two: Analysis and Synthesis
This stage sought to analyse and synthesise the findings to fulfil the
objective of this article. In this way, two phases were carried out: the
first was related to the bibliometric analysis of the documents
included for review using descriptive statistics and data
visualisation in accordance with the parameters established by
Nightingale (2009). This phase sought to respond to RQ1. In this
way, the country of origin in which the research was carried out, the
frequency of publication per year, the categorisation of the articles
according to SCOPUS ranking, methodologies used in the
development of the studies, among others, were determined. The
second phase corresponded to the content analysis of the
documents, which answered RQ2, in which the explanatory
variables of dropout in rural higher education were sought and
associated with each of the determinants of the model described in
Figure 1. Thus, each of the sample documents was loaded into the
Atlas. ti software and the open coding technique was carried out, as it
allows the researcher to establish categories or variables from the
reading of the documents, so it is not limited to a pre-established
theoretical framework, which results in the possibility of providing
answers to questions of a general nature (Flick, 2012). After coding
the variables, the findings were synthesised using an inductive
approach.

RESULTS

Bibliometric Analysis
The review of the sample of papers showed that research had been
carried out in ten countries of origin. Thus, seven papers related

TABLE 1 | Ratio of records found by search equation.

Search equation Total number of records
found

TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND bachelor AND dropout) 3
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND bachelor AND dropout rate) 2
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND bachelor AND drop-out) 1
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND bachelor AND "persistence") 1
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND "Higher Education" AND dropout rate) 3
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND "Higher Education" AND dropout) 12
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND "Higher Education" AND Drop-out) 5
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND "Higher Education" AND persistence) 17
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND "Tertiary Education" AND dropout rate) 1
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND "Tertiary Education" AND dropout) 4
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND undergraduate AND dropout) 4
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND undergraduate AND drop-out) 1
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND undergraduate AND persistence) 3
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND university OR Collage AND dropout rate) 26
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND university OR Collage AND dropout) 66
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND university OR Collage AND drop-out) 26
TITLE-ABS-KEY (Rural AND university OR collage AND "dropping out") 8

Note: The information search was conducted on March 25, 2021.
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to rural people in higher education were published in the
United States, two in Finland, two in Australia, and, in the
case of Bangladesh, Brazil, China, Colombia, Ecuador, Norway
and South Africa, one publication each. On the other hand, three
of the papers in the sample did not specify the countries in which
the research took place.

However, regarding the distribution of the sample by year of
publication, no trend was evident, although it was observed that
after 2010 the academic community’s interest in the study of the
event of dropout in the population under study at the higher level
has grown, accounting for 52.38% of the documents analysed
since that year (see Table 2 and Supplementary Figure S1).

In relation to the 19 published articles that are susceptible to
categorisation by the SCOPUS indicators, only 18 of the sample

had such categorisation. Of the categorised articles, 6.25% were in
quartile one, 43.75% in quartile two, 31.25% in quartile three and
18.75% in quartile four. Table 2 summarises the papers in the
sample, showing that by journal or conference there is no
preference in the publication of research related to rural
dropout at higher education level.

About the methodological approach used in previous research,
it was found that 71.41% of the studies were characterised by a
quantitative approach, 14.29% by a qualitative approach and
14.3% by a mixed approach. Thus, the quantitative studies,
and as presented in Supplementary Table S1 there is a
tendency to use the survey as the main data collection
technique. In the case of qualitative studies, data collection
techniques focus on interviews (in-depth or semi-structured),

FIGURE 2 | PRISMA 2020 method flow chart. Adapted from (Page et al., 2021).
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focal groups and workshops, and finally, in mixed studies, both
surveys, in-depth interviews and focal groups are used. Regarding
the sample size, most of the studies are characterised by being
relatively small in comparison to the country’s population, and
more specifically, those students linked to higher education in
rural areas. Thus, only 29% of the studies had samples larger than
1,000 students, 62% had samples smaller than 1,000 students and
10%, being academic experiences, did not reflect a sample in their
methodological section.

Variables InfluencingRural Student Dropout
in Higher Education
Corresponding to the model described in Figure 1, the results of
previous research by determinant are presented below. In this
sense, a total of 59 variables that have been the object of study
were coded. Supplementary Table S2 presents the explanatory
variables found in each of the documents. According to
Supplementary Table S2, 35% of the explanatory variables
studied for dropout in rural higher education corresponded to
the individual determinant, 27% to the academic, 25% to the
socio-economic and 13% to the individual. Thus, in the case of the
most studied variables of dropout in rural higher education in the
studies analysed, they correspond to: 1. the P&GO programmes,
this variable has been analysed in 10 case studies; 2. Previous
academic experience, being addressed in eight case studies; 3. the
state support, the family income and the labour obligations, each
of these was analysed in five case studies.

However, the explanatory variables that were only identified
once in the documents studied, were: adaptation to the HEI, self-
learning, communication, course contents, family dysfunction,
ethnicity, lack of job opportunities, academic failure, absences

from classes, dissatisfaction with the programme, slow academic
progress, Learning Management System, personal goals, fear of
failure, motivation, death of relatives, parents’ educational level,
poverty, nutrition problems, scheduling problems, relationship
problems with parents, racism, knowledge recognition, transfer to
another university and use of ICTs.

Individual Determinant
With regards to the gender variable, it is evident in the documents
analysed that rural women are more likely to drop out of higher
education, a situation that has been constant over time, as
evidenced by Meisalo et al. (2002) in a population of students
in virtual programmes, as well as (De Hart and Venter, 2013) in
face-to-face education. The latter authors emphasise that gender
is a good predictor of rural students’ intention to drop out of
higher education because women tend to be more vulnerable as a
result of housework and raising children, while men who drop out
tend to do so because of work obligations or because they receive
material in a second language, the last variable was analysed in the
rural South African population, which is characterised by a large
linguistic variety.

In relation to personal obligations represented in domestic and
household chores, unemployed adults tend to drop out due to the
need to provide basic goods and services to their houses, leading
them to limit their spending to cover these needs, reducing or
eliminating investments in education, so that if the chief member
of the family or any of his relatives is the one who studies, he has
to drop out, due to the economic insecurity that exists in rural
areas (Nishat et al., 2020; De Hart and Venter, 2013). In the case
of the work obligations of rural students, research generally agrees
that the hours allocated to work compete with study hours. This
was reflected by Pérez et al. (2019) when analysing the causes of

TABLE 2 | Documents in the sample under analysis.

Code Authors and year
of publication

Journal, book or
conference title

Quartile

A1 Bania and Kvernmo (2016) International Journal of Circumpolar Health Q2
A2 Troester-Trate (2020) Community College Journal of Research and Practice Q2
A3 Castleman and Meyer (2020) Review of Higher Education Q1
A4 Gildehaus et al. (2019) Innovative Higher Education Q2
A5 Hines et al. (2015) Journal for Multicultural Education Q4
A6 Muñoz (2013) Journal of Student Affairs Research and Practice Q4
A7 Rapley et al. (2008) Nurse Education Today Q2
A8 Ramírez et al. (2020) Revista de Psicología (Perú) Q4
A9 Nishat et al. (2020) Journal of Applied Research in Higher Education Q2
A10 Pérez et al. (2019) Educación Médica Q3
A11 Lewine et al. (2019) Journal of College Student Retention: Research Q2
A12 De Hart and Venter (2013) Perspectives in Education Q3
A13 Faizullina et al. (2013) Medicina (Lithuania) Q3
A14 Rashid and Sarker (2008) Turkish Online Journal of Distance Education Q3
A15 Pillay and Ngcobo. (2010) South African Journal of Psychology Q3
A16 Wheat et al. (2003) Journal of Rural Health Q2
A17 Warner (1993) Distance Education NA
C1 Oliveira et al. (2018) Researcher Links Workshop: Higher Education for All NA
P1 Qu (2009) Proceedings of the International Symposium on Test and Measurement NA
P2 Meisalo et al. (2003) Frontiers in Education Conference NA
P3 Meisalo et al. (2002) Frontiers in Education Conference NA

Note: code A refers to articles, C to chapters of books and P to conferences proceedings. NA is not applicable.
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desertion of a group of rural nursing students, where the greatest
number of absences were due to work-related causes, affecting the
academic average and influencing the student’s decision to
abandon their academic process. The same situation is
described by (De Hart and Venter, 2013) in rural students
employed in the finance sector. On the other hand, it has been
established that having partial work obligations such as part-time
or service jobs are related to sources of stress for the student as
they do not secure sufficient resources to cover their educational
and personal expenses, leading them to prioritise seeking full-
time employment and sacrificing their professional career (Pillay
and Ngcobo, 2010).

In terms of age, research has indicated that both younger and
older students located in or coming from rural areas are at risk of
dropping out, however, the causes are different. In this regard,
Pillay and Ngcobo (2010) identified that arguments and conflicts
with and between parents led to young students not completing
their academic process. On the other hand, (De Hart and Venter,
2013), established that, in developing countries, young students
were the first generation to enter HEIs, so that support structures
such as parents, close social references and HEIs’ own support
structures such as SATs and P&GOs could fail to effectively
address the counselling needs of those students. In the case of
older students, it was observed that the main reason for dropping
out of education was due to work and personal obligations (De
Hart and Venter, 2013; Pillay and Ngcobo, 2010).

Following with the support structures, especially with parents,
it became clear that the educational level of the parents is
significantly related to the student’s intention to continue their
educational process. Bania and Kvernmo (2016) found that for
rural women a higher level of parental education had an influence
on the completion of pre-higher education, while for men the
level of parental education was related to the completion of higher
education. However, the same study argues that the educational
level of parents does not have an impact on the completion of
higher education among young students.

Another variable related to rural dropout in higher education
is the ethnicity or social group to which the student belongs. In
this sense, the language in which the study material is designed
has a direct impact on the continuity of the academic process, as
argued by (De Hart and Venter, 2013) in identifying this case in
the Nguni community in South Africa, where unfamiliarity with
the learner’s culture is propitious to the materialisation of the
event. Another phenomenon related to this variable is the racism
that students from social groups that have historically been
considered minorities may suffer at the educational level, as is
the case of Afro-descendants in the United States or illegal
immigrants, in which social pressure can lead to a process of
demotivation and end up in desertion (Muñoz, 2013; Hines et al.,
2015).

Regarding health as an explanatory variable of dropout,
studies have focused on the psychological aspects of the
student, finding that rural youth with behavioural problems
tend to limit the number of years of study they take, which
leads them to drop out of the education system or to choose less
demanding training programmes, in which the risk of dropping
out is greater for students who do not have behavioural problems

(Bania and Kvernmo, 2016). In this scenario, it should be
recognised that male rural students with particular mental
health conditions are more likely to fail to complete their
training programme; this is related to the lack of search for
HEI support structures (Bania and Kvernmo, 2016). In addition
to what has been stated, Hines et al. (2015) found in their research
that student mental health affects academic and social processes,
being a determinant of non-completion of their studies.

What is more, it has been documented that rural students have
a variety of difficulties in adapting to HEIs (Castleman andMeyer
2020). This is due to the change of educational environment
involving commuting, creation of new personal relationships,
conflict with the size of the educational institution and new
academic demands, thus leading, in the words of Castleman
and Meyer (2020), to a "shock" that may end in student
dropout. This was exemplified in the study by Ramírez et al.
(2020) in which they segmented rural students who dropped out
of a Colombian university, and who had in common the lack of
adaptation to the HEI as the main reason for the materialisation
of the desertion event.

Regarding other variables, Ramírez et al. (2020) identified that
the type of family can influence the non-continuation of the
educational process. Students with single-parent or extended
nuclear families (parents, siblings, grandparents and aunts and
uncles who live together in the same house) have a greater risk of
not concluding their educational process, as explained in the case
of those students with work and personal obligations (Nishat
et al., 2020) and in the case of the latter to sources of pressure and
stress derived from the family environment (Pillay and Ngcobo,
2010). The death of family members or close relatives as an
explanatory variable of dropout is related as a source of stress
which, in conjunction with other psychological problems of the
student, leads him/her to not complete the training process
(Pillay and Ngcobo, 2010).

In relation to individual student variables related to the
learning process, Meisalo et al. (2002) found an inversely
proportional relationship between rural students’ dropout and
their attitude towards their academic process. Similarly, the lack
of student autonomy in the development of academic activities,
specifically in virtual programmes, was considered a persistent
contributor to the occurrence of dropout (Meisalo et al., 2002),
hence, P&GOs focused on strengthening student autonomy in
order to mitigate dropout rates in both virtual and face-to-face
training programmes (Gildehaus et al., 2019). Similarly, rural
students in the study developed by Lewine et al. (2019) showed
higher levels of motivation leading them to complete their higher
education studies, explaining this phenomenon in the
equivalence of effort, thus stipulating a curvilinear hypothesis
of resilience in those who face more obstacles in their higher
education, as is the case of rural students, seek to have better
results in their formative process due to the additional effort they
have to do in order to stay linked to the HEI (Lewine et al., 2019).
However, fear of failure can mitigate the resilience curve,
especially in the first year of study (Pillay and Ngcobo, 2010).
Finally, rural students’ procrastination affects their academic
performance and may lead them to drop out due to loss of
purpose (Warner 1993).
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Socioeconomic Determinant
Regarding family income, research has shown that rural families
are vulnerable compared to their urban counterparts, which
makes this variable a predictor of student attendance at HEIs,
as well as of dropout. Castleman and Meyer’s work (2020) found
that students tend to come from low-income families and adverse
social backgrounds, which results in high drop-out rates due to
the influence of variables such as work obligations, personal
obligations and high costs associated with study. This was
corroborated by Ramírez et al. (2020). In this context, and
considering the family’s economic difficulties, students often
take part-time or full-time jobs to cover their personal and
educational expenses, however, as related by Lewine et al.
(2019) paradoxically this can generate conflicts because having
an additional income, the family may begin to demand the
student to share their money to cover non-academic expenses,
which worsens the student’s financial condition and may
influence the student’s dropout. Otherwise, if the student is
unable to find a job or has lost his or her job for various
reasons, he or she is more likely to drop out of school.
(Muñoz, 2013; (De Hart and Venter, 2013). However, it is
necessary to recognise that in countries where social
asymmetries are not so marked, as is the case in the Nordic
countries, or with efficient educational policies (e.g., free tuition).
that allow rural students to be linked to the higher education sub-
system, the results of studies indicate that family income does not
have a significant impact on student permanence (Bania and
Kvernmo, 2016).

On the other hand, low family income affects the student’s
experience at HEIs. Thus, Hines et al. (2015) noted that African
American students from rural areas of the United States tended
not to participate in pre- and extra-curricular paid activities
which made it difficult for them to adapt to the higher
education environment.

To compensate for the economic hardships faced by families,
states have designed a series of public policies in the form of
financial support that seek to eliminate the effect of these
hardships in the event of dropout. Thus, the most common is
related to the payment of tuition fees, either in the form of a
scholarship or an educational credit (Lewine et al., 2019). In this
way, the study by Qu (2009) showed through a mathematical
model that this type of support is efficient in the rural population
when the financing of tuition is close to or lower than the family’s
semester income, reducing the probability of dropping out,
especially in the form of credit, while the opposite effect
occurs when the cost of tuition is very high compared to the
family’s semester income. Despite the efforts of states to link state
support to students based on their legal framework, not everyone
can access this type of support, such as in the case of illegal
migrants located in rural areas (Muñoz, 2013) or because of the
student’s lack of knowledge regarding access to this support due
to a lack of information (Hines et al., 2015).

On the other hand, state support has only focused on
economic aspects, which has meant that no other strategies
have been developed to reduce dropout among rural students.
An example of this was the study developed by (Rashid and
Sarker, 2008) in which students who worked in state entities did

not find it meaningful to finish their academic programme
because it did not represent a better job position or economic
income, hence the authors raised the suggestion to develop new
supports not concentrated on academic level tuition.

In addition to the variables described above, it was identified
that rural students have problems related to finding
accommodation for their on-campus studies, due to the fact
that HEIs are usually located far from rural areas and when
institutions have student residences they do not prioritise this
type of student (Pillay and Ngcobo, 2010), therefore, they are
located on the outer periphery of cities where rent is usually
cheaper, increasing their transport and mobilisation costs and
longer distances, which results in the student’s demotivation to
continue their academic programme, as well as generating greater
financial pressure for them and their families (Lewine et al.,
2019). Similarly, rural students moving to urban areas often have
nutrition problems, which is why some HEIs have developed food
security plans, as expressed by Troester-Trate (2020).

Academic Determinant
Findings related to previous academic experience can be divided
into two subcategories. The first concerns the academic
performance of rural students at pre-higher education levels,
where a relationship has been widely established between
academic performance and higher education performance in
terms of average grades (Bania and Kvernmo, 2016). As such,
students who are better qualified in secondary school have a lower
risk of dropping out at the tertiary level (Rapley et al., 2008;
Faizullina et al., 2013; Hines et al., 2015; Lewine et al., 2019; De
Hart and Venter, 2013), as well as those with high performance in
specific subjects, as was the case for natural sciences in the
medical school students analysed in the study by Faizullina
et al. (2013). The second subcategory is related to disciplinary
knowledge prior to the training programme, where student
desertion in the rural population is directly related to the
knowledge acquired in secondary school in specific
undergraduate subjects. This was evidenced in the work of
Meisalo et al. (2003) and Meisalo et al. (2002) in a group of
engineering students, where those who had never seen
programming ended their training process early.

However, with regard to the social capital acquired by rural
students through their family and relatives, the literature has
established that this capital is usually low due to the fact that they
are the first generation to enter an HEI (Castleman and Meyer,
2020), this has repercussions on various academic aspects such as
performance in the absence of a rigid support structure (Hines
et al., 2015; Castleman and Meyer, 2020), or on motivational
aspects (Hines et al., 2015) that can lead to students dropping out
of the training programme. In line with the above, rural students
often have difficulties in learning due to poor academic
performance at previous levels and the lack of specialised
support structures for them. That said, Meisalo et al. (2002)
found in a rural population in Finland that the complexity of
programming course content in an engineering faculty, combined
with problems of student comprehension, led to the dropout of
part of the student population in the first year of training.
Similarly, Nishat et al. (2020) found that class difficulty
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expressed in content is often one of the reasons why rural
students drop out.

Regarding university average for rural students, research by
Castleman and Meyer (2020), Lewine et al. (2019), Meisalo et al.
(2003), Meisalo et al. (2002) found that the higher the university
average, the lower the likelihood of dropout. However, Castleman
and Meyer (2020) noted that students in rural areas tend to enrol
for fewer academic credits, which represents a lower number of
courses taken per semester, resulting in a lower probability of
timely graduation. On the other hand, Nishat et al. (2020)
recognise that GPA can be positively influenced by P&GO
when the student actively participates in additional tutoring
and other services provided by these types of programmes
within HEIs.

In relation to other variables, the selection of the training
programme has a direct impact on rural student desertion, given
that a poor choice results in a lack of motivation to continue their
training process, leading them to drop out of the programme
(Pillay and Ngcobo, 2010; Nishat et al., 2020). This is due to a lack
of information prior to the selection of the academic programme
or family pressures (Pillay and Ngcobo, 2010). Faizullina et al.
(2013) reported that this variable is one of the main causes of
dropout in medical schools in Kazakhstan. On the other hand,
excessive academic work can lead to the phenomenon of dropout,
as it competes in time with other student activities such as work
and personal obligations imposed by their socioeconomic reality
(Pillay and Ngcobo, 2010; Pérez et al., 2021). In addition, some of
the academic activities are not adjusted to the realities of rural
students, such as the use of hardware, software, and internet to
which rural students often do not have access (Meisalo et al.,
2002; Pérez et al., 2019).

On the other hand, the size of the school from which students
graduated has an impact on dropout in the rural population, as
observed by Wheat et al. (2003); students from small schools
tended to leave school early. This is explained by Pillay and
Ngcobo (2010) who point out that teachers in rural schools tend
to have less training than urban teachers, and that the subjects
taught do not cover the whole curriculum, which puts rural
students at a disadvantage when entering HEIs and can lead to
problems with students’ academic progress (Warner, 1993).
Finally, absence from class due to problems with work
obligations or long commutes, as well as the crossing of
subject timetables, can lead to students dropping out (Ramírez
et al., 2020).

Institutional Determinant
The P&GO programmes have become one of the central axes to
prevent and mitigate the dropout of rural students by HEIs. Thus,
Warner (1993) identified how these programmes strengthen the
student’s self-learning skills and autonomy to carry out their
training process, which according to the author helps to reduce
dropout rates. Similarly, Nishat et al. (2020) found that these
programmes not only strengthened students’ specific skills, but
also significantly increased their GPA compared to students who
did not participate in these programmes. However, the opposite
effect was recorded for students who did not participate in such
programmes. This may be due to a lack of student interest in

participating, or to the limitations of these programmes in HEIs,
which may define activities that do not fit the profile of the rural
student (Castleman andMeyer, 2020), or have limited channels of
communication and participation (Meisalo et al., 2002).
However, positive results are not achieved in all areas, as
demonstrated by Troester-Trate (2020) in which activities
developed in P&GO programmes such as the assisted meal
plans did not have an impact on student retention in HEIs.
Finally, and because of the evolution of information and
communication technologies in the framework of this type of
programme, multiple software applications have been
implemented in favour of student retention. This is reflected
in the work of Oliveira et al. (2018) who documented the use of
the mobile application "MobilMonitor", in addition to the use of
SAT in the Learning Management System to identify students in
rural areas, in a Brazilian state, who require individualised
pedagogical support to make an early intervention and achieve
their permanence.

In terms of communication between rural students and HEIs,
the diversification of channels allows for permanence and
retention, as described in Castleman and Meyer’s work (2020)
in which the use of text messages was implemented in order to
inform students about administrative and academic procedures
to be carried out before and during the semester of study. On the
other hand, in the case of virtual programmes, the absence of
communication with the teacher is a predictor of desertion, since,
as this academic model is based on self-learning, contact would be
expected to focus on reinforcing the contents and clarifying
doubts, hence HEIs with this type of training programmes
seek various channels to facilitate communication between the
teacher and the student (Meisalo et al., 2002).

In terms of content language, some HEIs neglect the linguistic
variety of rural students, especially in developing countries, which
hampers the learning process (Rashid and Sarker, 2008).
Additionally, the requirement of a second language as a
graduation requirement creates difficulties for some rural
students, due to the limited competences developed at
previous academic levels (De Hart and Venter, 2013; Rashid
and Sarker, 2008). Finally, it was found that the recognition of
knowledge acquired by students at previous educational levels or
through work experience by HEIs encourages academic retention
(Bania and Kvernmo, 2016).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

As presented in the results section, based on the systematic
review, important findings were made about dropout in rural
higher education. The first relates to the countries that have led
research on this event in the rural student population, where the
United States, Finland, Australia, and Norway stand out, which
shows the interest of developed countries in understanding and
determining the causes of non-continuation of studies in the rural
population, and, to a lesser extent, in developing countries. In this
sense, it should be noted that the results of these studies are not
generalisable, since, beyond the size of the sample, in which it is
evident that most of the studies are characterised by very small
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samples (see Supplementary Table S1), such as Troester-Trate
(2020), Gildehaus et al. (2019), Hines et al. (2015), among others;
or, the type of study, there are strong social asymmetries between
the economies of developing countries, which may render the
findings meaningless outside the context in which the research
was carried out, as stated by Guzmán et al. (2021). On the other
hand, after searching for documents in SCOPUS it was
determined that dropout in the rural student population has
not been of great interest to academic actors, despite the growing
number of publications since 2010, as evidenced by the limited
number of studies found in the period from 1993 to 2020, and
that, in comparison with other systematic reviews that addressed
various perspectives of dropout and where the period of analysis
was shorter than the present study, fewer documents were found,
as presented in the reviews by (Orellana et al., 2021) (n � 72) and
(Guzmán et al., 2020b) (n � 31).

The second finding concerns the variables that have been
studied in the framework of determinants, in which, of the 55
variables coded, 35% corresponded to the individual, 25% to
the socioeconomic, 27% to the academic and 13% to the
institutional. Having said that, the studies that made up the
sample concentrated their main interest on the explanatory
variables of the individual and academic determinants.
Moreover, the multi-causality of dropout in the rural
population is recognised, since its explanation is derived
from the influence of multiple variables which influence
those that make up the same determinant or those of
others, as was detected in the case of the variables of
gender, age, work obligations, personal obligations, family
income, ethnicity or social group, state support, among
others. This is in line with the theoretical approach
proposed in this article (see Figure 1) and which has been
used in previous research such as those developed by Guzmán
et al. (2021), Kemper et al. (2020) and Barragán and González
(2017). On the other hand, it is necessary to recognise that
there are variables that have been analysed in rural
populations and not so intensively in other student
populations in higher education, such as: cultural context,
family dysfunction, ethnicity, the language of content, death
of relatives, nutritional problems, racism, and migration
status.

However, due to the limited number of studies identified in
the high-impact literature related to dropout in rural higher
education, there are future lines of research that can be
addressed to establish explanatory or predictive models
that account for the causes and high rates that occur in the
rural population at the higher education level. An example of
this is the study of the variables and causes that lead rural
students in virtual mode to drop out, since the studies found
are more than a decade old, in discordance with the evolution
of this educational modality, in addition to its consolidation
as one of the possibilities for access to higher education for the
rural student population within the framework of public
policies (Guzmán et al., 2021); or, the study of variables
identified in other contexts that may influence dropout at
higher education level in the rural student population, and
which have not been analysed, such as: armed conflict and the

legal status of students (Muñoz, 2013), the effectiveness of
financial support (Qayyum et al., 2019), learning preferences
(Aragon and Johnson, 2008), the level of student resilience
(Packham et al., 2004), commitment to the academic goal
(Choi and Kim, 2018; Morris and Finnegan, 2008), level of
engagement in pedagogical teaching strategies and classroom
learning (Choi and kim, 2018).

Finally, both the results presented in this article and their
discussion should be understood within the manifest scope of
the study, such as the search limited to SCOPUS which,
although it lists high-impact literature, it is necessary for
future reviews to include other databases and search
engines in which other documents can be found to enrich
the analysis of the identified variables that indicate student
dropout in rural higher education. On the other hand, the
systematic review showed the relevance of prospective work on
mathematical and statistical modelling that links the variables
together, detecting the direct and indirect influence of the
variables on the decision to drop out or persist in higher
education and identifying intermediate variables that affect
permanence in the education system and whose consequences
are slow to manifest themselves. However, other limitations
related to the method selected for the literature review include
the heterogeneity of studies, the inductive analysis carried out
in each of the documents, among others.

Consequently, the objective of this article was achieved,
which was to identify the individual, socioeconomic, academic,
and institutional explanatory variables involved in student
dropout in rural populations, based on a synthesis of the
evidence available in the SCOPUS database. A
complementary contribution of this article is to provide a
comprehensive view of dropout in the rural student
population at the higher education level, which constitutes
an advance for the strengthening of public and private policies
of HEIs in order to prevent and mitigate the event in an
effective and efficient manner, and thus consolidate the
tangible and intangible benefits of higher education in the
rural student population.
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