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Dropout is a phenomenon that is unfortunately occurring worldwide and is

of increasing concern to authorities. It is a reality that quality indicators in

many models are affected by the number of students who drop out of school

at higher levels. However, this is not only reflected at the educational level,

but also affects the social and personal development of young people. The

analysis of school dropout among young Spaniards is a topic of interest due

to the repercussions it generates in social, personal, and institutional spheres.

The objectives of this study were to analyse how many studies have been

published on the subject since 2010, locating the selected articles in areas

of knowledge and studying the institutions where the research has been

carried out. On the other hand, it has been observed how many studies

have been focused on the search for the reasons that lead to high dropout

rates and the main factors. Finally, an attempt has been made to analyse

how many of them are aimed at solving the problem and preventing early

school leaving in primary education in order to avoid drop-out at higher

levels, by examining the proposals established to reduce the problem. In

order to achieve the proposed objectives, a systematic review was carried

out with the aim of carrying out a rigorous analysis of the existing and

relevant scientific literature on the subject. After applying various exclusion

and inclusion criteria, eliminating duplicate records and analysing the works

in depth, 28 articles were selected. The results suggest that, currently, despite

the problems caused by early school leaving, it is not a subject that has been

widely studied and that the main causes are due to educational and social

reasons. In the same context, of the articles selected, only 12 present different

proposals for the prevention of early school leaving. In the light of the above,

it is necessary to look more deeply into the nature of early school leaving in

Spanish institutions.
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1 Introduction

Providing quality education is one of the main objectives
of the Spanish educational system. The current interest in
improving the quality of education is the result of a progressive
compilation of initiatives, policies, plans and programs dating
back to the 1980s (Llorent-Bedmar and Cobano-Delgado, 2018).

The Organic Law for the General Organization of the
Educational System of 1990 proposed for the first time the
general evaluation of the educational system as a factor favoring
the quality of education, establishing a policy for its evaluation.
Subsequent education laws retained, expanded, and specified
this type of initiative (Tiana-Ferrer, 2018).

In order to evaluate an educational system and quantify the
quality of education, it is necessary to select those aspects that
characterize it. These elements, which concisely provide relevant
information on the education system, will be the indicators
that allow the evaluation of its different dimensions, as well as
comparison with education systems in other countries (García,
2016). At present, the State System of Education Indicators
(SSEI) (MEFP, 2021) establishes 21 indicators grouped into
three dimensions: schooling and educational environment,
educational financing and educational results.

One of the educational performance indicators used to
evaluate the Spanish educational system, collected by the SSEI
since its 2004 edition, is the early school dropout rate (MECP,
2004). In the most current edition of 2021, this indicator is
defined as the percentage of persons aged 18–24 whose highest
level of education is at most the last year of compulsory
secondary education and who are not in any form of education
or training (MEFP, 2021).

However, in the literature we can find different definitions
of the concept of Early School Dropout (ESD), some of which
are more specific and depend on the educational system of
each country, while others are more general definitions aimed
at facilitating international comparisons (Rizo and Hernández,
2019). In general, the difference lies in the age at which school
dropout occurs and the minimum educational level attained.
It is important to consider the various definitions of school
dropout when comparing the rates of this indicator, as well as
possible sampling errors.

According to the definition of the Statistical Office of the
European Union (Eurostat, 2022), Spain is among the countries
with the highest rate of early school dropout compared to the
countries participating in the statistical study.

Although the ESD rate has decreased year after year and its
trend is to continue decreasing, the data collected in 2021 show
an 11.4% ESD rate. Spain is three points above the European
Union average (8.4%) and does not exceed the European target
of keeping the rate below 10%.

On the other hand, analyzing the latest data provided by the
SSEI for 2020, the ESD rate has been decreasing to reach 16% in

2020. The rate is still above the European Union average of 9.9%
and remains far from the European target of 10% for the year.

Both Eurostat and the SSEI offer data collected by region,
which show that early school dropout is not distributed
homogeneously throughout Spain. Analyzing the data by region,
Figure 1 shows the high rates of ESD in most of Spain
(Eurostat, 2022).

Similarly, analyzing the data provided by the SSEI, in 2020,
the regions with the lowest dropout rate (less than 9.1%) are
País Vasco, Principado de Asturias and Cantabria. Comunidad
de Madrid, Comunidad Foral de Navarra, Galicia, Aragón, and
La Rioja have values between 10 and 15% and Ceuta, Melilla,
Andalucía, and Illes Balears exceed 21% ESD (MEFP, 2021).

After observing Spain’s position in the European rankings
and the heterogeneity of the figures that appear in the different
regions of the country, it makes sense to consider which agents
influence the processes of early school dropout and what could
be the possible actions to improve this situation.

Early school dropout is a problem influenced by many
factors and with very diverse origins. The individual’s
motivation, personal effort, capabilities, or socio-family
support are internal causes that affect ESD (Hernández and
Alcaraz, 2018). From an external perspective, the causes that
intervene in this phenomenon may be the social environment,
gender, ethnicity, nationality, economic situation, or school
context, among others (Romero and Hernández, 2019).

The treatment of ESD is a complex challenge that
must consider many dimensions in order to carry out
multidisciplinary intervention programs from a global and
integral perspective (González-Rodríguez et al., 2019). The main
actions carried out by different countries include increasing
the flexibility and permeability of educational pathways,
improving educational and vocational guidance, improving
teacher training for diversity, creating positive learning
environments, and promoting inclusion (Eurydice, 2014).

In light of the theoretical contributions analyzed in this
research, the objective is to analyze the studies that deal with
school dropout in Spain. Determining the causes or reasons
that lead to it and the most recommended actions that can be
carried out to prevent it from occurring, thus reducing the high
percentage that is registered in Spain.

The research questions that, together with this main
objective, guide the present study are the following:

RQ1: How many studies have been published since 2010
on this topic?
RQ2: In what areas of knowledge are the studies on this
subject framed?
RQ3: Which institutions have developed this research on
school dropout in Spain?
RQ4: How many studies have focused on the reasons for
the high dropout rates in Spain? What are the main factors
that lead to this?
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FIGURE 1

Early school dropout in Spain by region (Eurostat, 2022).

RQ5: How many studies are specifically aimed at
preventing and solving this problem? What do they
propose to reduce school dropout rates?

2 Methodology

Finally, an attempt has been made to analyse how many
of them are aimed at solving the problem and preventing
early school leaving in primary education in order to avoid it
at the higher levels, examining the proposals put in place to
reduce the problem.

The review process was carried out in two phases: the first
was devoted to planning and the second to action (Ramos-
Navas-Parejo et al., 2020; Romero-Rodríguez et al., 2020).
During the planning stage, the research objectives and questions
were defined, the inclusion and exclusion criteria were selected
based on the intention of this work, the most appropriate
descriptors were chosen, which were found within Eric’s
thesaurus, and the databases where the search for documents
would be carried out.

In the action phase, the literature was surveyed and the
results were refined in order to extract the most relevant

content in accordance with the study criteria and, finally,
to represent them.

The inclusion and exclusion criteria, were chosen according
to the research objectives and questions and in accordance
with the premises of the PRISMA statement (Moher et al.,
2009). According to the inclusion criteria, we selected journal
articles, documents published from 2010 onward, which had
been carried out in Spain and which dealt with the study
topic: school dropout in Spain. With respect to the exclusion
criteria, non-peer-reviewed documents, literature prior to 2010,
not published in Spain and whose study topics did not directly
concern school dropout were discarded.

2.1 Search strategy

The search strategy was carried out within two of the
most important international databases of scientific documents:
Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus. The selection criteria were
based on the quality of the articles indexed in them and
their broad scope.

The most appropriate descriptors were selected to define the
purpose of this study, which were checked to ensure that they
were indexed in Eric’s thesaurus, in order to ensure the use of
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the most frequent keywords in scientific language. After this
operation, we proceeded to carry out different search equations
(Tables 1, 2). For these, the Boolean operator “and” was used
and it was established that the descriptors were found in the title
of the document, abstract or formed part of the keywords.

2.2 Data collection and analysis

Data collection was guided by the PRISMA protocol. Thus,
the discrimination was carried out in four stages (Figure 2):
the first, called identification, consisted of all the documents
collected in both databases by performing the search equation
represented in the previous tables (Tables 1, 2), a second
stage, called selection, in which repeated documents and those
identified with the exclusion criteria EX1 and EX2, were
eliminated, a third stage, called suitability, in which the articles
were analyzed to choose those that respond to the research
objectives and questions, which are those that correspond to the
inclusion criteria IN3 and IN4, reaching the last stage, called
inclusion, in which all the articles that finally make up the
research sample are compiled. This process was carried out
during the month of September 2022.

3 Results

3.1 How many studies have been
published since 2010 on this topic?

Of the 83 publications found according to the search criteria,
28 articles were selected after refining the results according to
the established inclusion and exclusion criteria.

The Scopus database records a total of 18 articles,
representing 64.28%, and WoS records 10 papers, representing

TABLE 1 Search strategy in the Web of Science database.

Databases Search keywords

- WoS
(Article title, abstract, and keywords)

- “School dropout,” “Spain,” and
“Education”

- Type of document - Article

- Time period - Since 2010

Source: own production.

TABLE 2 Scopus database search strategy.

Databases Search keywords

- Scopus
(Article title, abstract, and keywords)

- “School dropout,” “Spain,” and
“Education”

- Type of document - Article

- Time period - Since 2010

Source: own production.

35.71%. The main years of scientific production are 2010 with
five articles (17.85%) and 2022 with 4 (14.28%). They are
followed by the years 2014 and 2021, which each support three
articles (10.71%), respectively. The third place is occupied by
the years 2011, 2016, 2018, 2019, and 2020 with two articles
each year, which represents 7.14% of the total. Finally, in the
following years, scientific production is limited to one article
(3.57%) per year: 2011, 2012, 2013, and 2015.

On the other hand, it is observed that in 2017 there are no
publications in both databases, as well as in the time interval
from 2012 to 2015 in the WoS database. The same situation
occurs in 2019 and 2022.

3.2 In which fields of knowledge do the
studies on this subject fall?

The 28 selected articles are grouped into six areas of
knowledge and research according to the order of each database
of journals and published articles. Both the Psychology and
Social Sciences areas coincide in both classifications and appear
as independent areas.

In WoS the journals and articles are sorted into 15 different
possible Research Areas. The selected publications belonging
to this database are distributed in three areas: Education
Educational Research with seven papers, Social Sciences with
two, and Psychology with one article.

On the other hand, in Scopus the journals and articles are
organized into 14 Subject Areas. Those found in this database
are presented in the following five areas: Arts and Humanities
with one paper, Business, Management and Accounting with
three, Social Sciences with 12, and Medicine and Psychology
with one publication each.

Between the two databases, the area of knowledge and
research in the Social Sciences is the one that collects the
most articles with a total of 14 (50%), corresponding to the
following: Tomás et al. (2012), Mínguez (2013), Salvà-Mut et al.
(2014), González-Losada et al. (2015), Martínez et al. (2016),
Gil et al. (2019), Lázaro et al. (2020), Fernández-Menor and
Latas (2021), López et al. (2021), Cerdà-Navarro et al. (2022),
Rodríguez-Izquierdo (2022), Sánchez-Lissen (2022), Mora and
Oreopoulos (2011), and Amer (2011). In second place is
Education Educational Research with seven articles, in third
place Business, Management and Accounting with three, and
finally Psychology with two papers.

3.3 Which institutions have carried out
this research on early school leaving in
Spain?

The different authors belong to a variety of university and
research institutions located throughout Spain. In total there are
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FIGURE 2

Flow diagram. Source: own production.

30 entities spread over 12 autonomous communities and cities.
There are also articles with affiliations from foreign universities
in Chile (Universidad La Frontera), Colombia (Universidad
Central de Bogotá) and Canada (University of Toronto).

Among the affiliations, in addition to university affiliations,
other private and public institutions are visible. For example,
private institutions include the Fundación de Estudios de
Economía Aplicada (FEDEA) in Madrid and “La Caixa”
Research in Barcelona. Among the public institutions other
than universities, the Instituto de Evaluación del Ministerio de
Educación in Madrid and the Colegio de Educación Infantil y
de Primaria (CEIP) in Melilla stand out.

Of the 30 affiliations, eight were from universities in
Andalusia, representing 26.66%. The universities of Seville and
Malaga have two affiliations each. They are followed by the

Universidad Pablo de Olavide, the Universidad de Jaén, the
Universidad Loyola de Andalucía, and the Universidad de
Huelva with one affiliation.

Catalonia is in second place with six affiliations (20%).
These are distributed between the University of Barcelona
with 2, and “La Caixa” Research, Universitat Pompeu Fabra,
Universitat Internacional de Catalunya, and Universidad
Autónoma Barcelona with one affiliation each.

They are followed by the communities of Madrid and the
Balearic Islands with five each. In the Madrid region, there
are two studies by the Universidad Nacional de Educación a
Distancia, and three studies distributed between the Fundación
de Estudios de Economía Aplicada (FEDEA), the Instituto
Evaluación del Ministerio de Educación, and the Universidad
de Comillas. Interestingly, the University of the Balearic Islands
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FIGURE 3

Articles published in Scopus and WoS databases since 2010 on early school leavers in Spain.

leads the number of publications compared to the other
institutions with five published works.

With three studies we find the Community of Castilla
y León, with affiliations from the universities of Salamanca,
León, and Valladolid. With two works are the communities
of Murcia (University of Murcia), Principality of Asturias
(University of Oviedo), and the Autonomous City of Melilla
(University of Granada Campus Melilla and College of Infant
and Primary Education).

Finally, with one published work, the universities of
Zaragoza, Valencia, La Rioja, and Vigo are identified.

3.4 How many studies have focused on
the reasons for the high drop-out rates
in Spain? What are the main factors
that lead to high drop-out rates?

Twenty-four articles were found out of a total of 28 which
address the causes of early school leaving in Spain. Many of
them work on the causes and proposals for prevention in a
concatenated manner, which is why the same work points to
several reasons for dropping out of school. The reasons listed
in these studies are: personal, family, educational, social and
educational policy reasons.

Social and educational causes are the most frequent with 13
papers each. They are followed by personal (8), family (8) and
educational policy (5) reasons. The reasons can be summarized
as follows:

- Educational: type of learning offered in educational
institutions adapted to the context of the students,
absenteeism, school conflicts, poor educational support,
low academic performance, grade repetition, deficiencies
in teacher training, difficulties in critical subjects such
as mathematics or language, low reading comprehension,
low participation of the educational community, class size,
and student/teacher ratio (Cobo, 2010; Mora et al., 2010;
Rico-Martín and Mohamedi-Amaruch, 2014; Salvà-Mut
et al., 2014; González-Losada et al., 2015; Fernández-
Suárez et al., 2016; Guio et al., 2018; Prados and Rodríguez,
2018; Gil et al., 2019; Lázaro et al., 2020; López et al., 2021;
Morentin-Encina, 2021).

- Social: ease of access to the low-skilled labor market such
as in the construction and service sectors, neighborhood
environments, peer group or friends, frustration
with dissonance between degree and success, socially
vulnerable environments, labor market conditions, social
and economic disadvantages and lack of reciprocity in
friendship relationships (Castro, 2010; Cobo, 2010; Tomas
and Gómez, 2010; Amer, 2011; Mora and Oreopoulos,
2011; Tomás et al., 2012; Mínguez, 2013; Salvà-Mut et al.,
2014; Guio et al., 2018; Prados and Rodríguez, 2018; Lázaro
et al., 2020; López et al., 2021; Cerdà-Navarro et al., 2022).

- Personal: lack of student commitment, defiant attitude,
irresponsibility, alcohol and drug abuse, learning
difficulties, health problems, poor results, wanting
to do other courses, lack of social and emotional
competences, aversion to study, low involvement and
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inadequate behavior in the classroom (Cobo, 2010;
González-Losada et al., 2015; Fernández-Suárez et al.,
2016; Prados and Rodríguez, 2018; Aguilar et al., 2019;
Gil et al., 2019; Rueda et al., 2020; Cerdà-Navarro
et al., 2022). Familiares: cabeza de familia ausente,
entorno socioeconómico, la nacionalidad y la situación
laboral de los padres, el compromiso de la familia
con la educación de sus hijos y los antecedentes
familiares (Cobo, 2010; Tomas and Gómez, 2010;
Tomás et al., 2012; Mínguez, 2013; Salvà-Mut et al., 2014;
Fernández-Suárez et al., 2016; Prados and Rodríguez, 2018;
Gil et al., 2019).

- Political: the way of calculating school dropout (including
people involved in non-formal educational activities
increases the indicators and decreases if the newly arrived
foreign population is excluded); deficient education
policies as Spain has the highest dropout rate in Europe,
the change in the LOGSE education law by reducing
flexibility, the levels of spending on education and the
greater problems of the Mediterranean regions compared
to those in the north of Spain (Macías et al., 2010; Mora
et al., 2010; Felgueroso et al., 2014; Martínez et al., 2016;
Guio et al., 2018).

3.5 How many studies are specifically
aimed at preventing and solving this
problem? What do they propose to do
to reduce school dropout?

Out of the 28 studies selected, 12 have different proposals
for the prevention of early school leaving. In each of them,
several proposals of different natures have generally been found.
The most recurrent, with seven articles, are those aimed at
improving education policy in different aspects: transcending
regional and party politics, proposing more inclusive prevention
plans, plans aimed at different groups, policies that require
the recruitment of qualified staff and greater investment in
education (Cobo, 2010; Amer, 2011; Mínguez, 2013; Martínez
et al., 2016; Aguilar et al., 2019; Rodríguez-Izquierdo, 2022;
Sánchez-Lissen, 2022).

The next prevention measure is related to greater
participation of the educational community with five studies
(Cobo, 2010; Amer, 2011; Aguilar et al., 2019; Rueda et al., 2020;
Fernández-Menor and Latas, 2021). In this sense, the aim is to
work on it from the Primary Education stages, where there is a
demand to foster a greater sense of belonging to the community
from families, students and local communities. This is followed
by the early identification of low academic performance and its
improvement, which is addressed in four of the selected articles
(Aguilar et al., 2019; Lázaro et al., 2020; Sánchez-Lissen, 2022;
Usán-Supervía et al., 2022).

Other proposals present in the remaining studies call
for: improving teacher training in intercultural education,
intervention strategies, and emotional coaching (Aguilar et al.,
2019; Gil et al., 2019; Usán-Supervía et al., 2022), promoting
curricular diversification and increasing the educational
offer, favoring curricular flexibility (Cobo, 2010; Martínez
et al., 2016) and promoting vocational training (Cobo, 2010;
Rueda et al., 2020).

4 Discussion and conclusion

This systematic review has been carried out following
quality standards (Ramírez et al., 2018). This makes the process
of reviewing and extracting the literature rigorous. Within
this framework, the work carried out provides an interesting
overview of the highly relevant issue of school dropout in Spain
today, given that one of the objectives of educational institutions
is to provide quality education.

The ultimate objective of educational institutions is to
provide equal opportunities for the integral development of
students, which means that as few students as possible should
drop out of the education system, as the opposite would imply
failure not only for the student, but also for the education
system. In Spain, as mentioned above, the drop-out rates are
above the European Union average, and remain far from the
European targets set for this year.

Despite being a problem that is present in the Spanish
education system, and in reference to the first objective set
out, the research work that has been carried out in this respect
is considerably insufficient. Although, analysing the graphs
obtained, since 2010 there have not been so many studies
published until 2022, with a total of just four articles. In line with
the above, if we group the articles found by field of knowledge,
the data show that, within the field of Social Sciences is where
most papers are found with a total of 14 documents, followed by
Education Educational Research with seven papers.

The various authors who have carried out research on early
school leaving in Spain belong to some 30 affiliations. However,
in first place are the eight universities in Andalusia, followed
by Catalonia. Andalusia may have a higher number of research
studies in this field due to the fact that it is a problem that arises
in the autonomous community as it has the highest number
of cases of early school leavers in the whole peninsula, with
21.8% according to data from the National Institute of Statistics
(Instituto Nacional de Estadística [INE], 2020).

In relation to the many factors and origins that influence
school dropout, both educational and social causes are the
ones that have the greatest impact on this fact. Analysing the
selected articles and as mentioned by Romero and Hernández
(2019), absenteeism may be due to the social environment and
the type of teaching offered at school, which is sometimes
poorly adapted to the context of the students. On the other
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hand, there are personal factors such as low motivation on
the part of the students, causing a lack of commitment and
ending with educational dropout (Hernández and Alcaraz, 2018;
Rueda et al., 2020).

Within the framework of the above, the most relevant and
forward-looking approach is to propose inclusive prevention
plans aimed at different groups, as well as policies that invest
in education and hire qualified staff. Teachers should be
continuously monitored to find out what methodologies they
use, whether they adapt effectively to the context in which they
work, how they treat their colleagues and students, and whether
they provide adequate ongoing training, among other things.
To promote learning and avoid school dropout, educational
programmes and scholarship schemes can be used to stimulate
learning for students with limited resources.

By way of conclusion, the work carried out has shown that
dropping out of school is one of the most serious and worrying
problems in the Spanish education system. However, in spite of
this, there is not enough research into the causes of early school
leaving, and there are not enough prevention plans to avoid early
school leaving in Spanish institutions.
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