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Denmark

The paper presents a longitudinal mixed methods study investigating tertiary 
humanity students’ dropout considerations, utilizing Tinto’s institutional departure 
model as theoretical background. The research question is: How do students’ 
dropout considerations take form and evolve throughout tertiary education? 
Methodically we have collected half-yearly register and survey data from 2,781 
tertiary humanities students matriculating in 2017–2019. Additionally, we  have 
conducted half-yearly interviews with 14 focus students that had high dropout 
considerations in the first survey round. Quantitative analysis of all humanity 
students and qualitative analysis of three case students are presented and 
discussed. The complementary analysis provides an in-depth understanding of 
the complex interplay between individual characteristics and institutional factors 
in shaping different students’ dropout considerations and decisions in tertiary 
education. We find that there is a stable share of students with low, medium, and 
high dropout considerations throughout time. However, although we find stable 
shares, we identify primary movements from high dropout considerations towards 
dropout, and from low dropout considerations towards completion, we  also 
find considerable secondary movement (i.e., from low dropout considerations 
towards dropout). As is also confirmed in the qualitative analyses, there are 
significant fluctuations in some students’ dropout considerations. Dropout 
considerations are thus malleable and do not necessarily accumulate linearly over 
time to dropout. Individual students’ dropout considerations change repeatedly in 
interaction with their experiences, their expectations for the future as well as with 
current challenges in meeting academic and personal requirements. Challenges 
are often about a lack of alignment between expectations and experiences and 
how well students and the study programs’ norms and values match. We find 
students who seek to improve this match through personal transformations 
and others who try to change their study program. In both regards successfully 
improving the match seems to be a profitable strategy to prevent dropout.
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Introduction

In 1975, Tinto introduced his institutional departure model as a counter-response to 
dropout models focusing solely on students’ psychological factors and individual characteristics 
(Aljohani, 2016; Gore and Metz, 2017). Tinto’s model (see Figure 1) proposed to understand 
dropout as a longitudinal process involving a complex matrix of interactions between the 
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individual (including background variables such as gender, age, social 
background, and prior educational experiences) and an academic 
system with subcategories such as interaction with personnel and 
academic achievements and a social system with subcategories such 
as extracurricular activities and interactions with fellow students of 
the institution. The 1997 model places classroom activities (classroom, 
labs, studios) as straddling both the social system and the academic 
system, suggesting that they overlap the two systems and are keys to 
improving student integration or identification.

The systems continually modify the student’s academic and social 
integration, leading either to persistence (the choice to continue 
studying) or departure (the choice to drop out). This focus as well as 
the variables intentions and goal commitment, which in the model are 
proposed to mediate between the institutional meeting and 
persistence/departure, leave space for individuality and for dropout to 
be understood as the student’s active decision.

Tinto’s model has been suggested to indicate a change in paradigm 
in the field of dropout research and it is still today one of the most used 
and cited models in the field of higher education student dropout 
(Braxton and Hirschy, 2004, p. 89). Two of the central interrelated 
variables are suggested to be  students’ considerations regarding or 
intention of dropout (Tinto, 1975) and their motivation to or intention 
of persistence (Tinto, 1997). These variables are also described as 
important mediators for dropout in a number of later dropout theories 
(e.g., Bean, 1983; Astin, 1984; Bean and Metzner, 1985; Eaton and 
Bean, 1995; St. John et al., 1996; Tierney, 1999; Sandler, 2000; Bean and 
Eaton, 2002). Based on this, considerations regarding or intentions of 
dropout are often used as an early alert proxy for dropout (Eicher et al., 
2014; Truta et al., 2018). However, in a newly study on dropout among 
students in humanities study programs, we  found dropout 
considerations to be a weak predictor of dropout. Although, as we show 
in this current article, there is a stable and high percentage of students 
with dropout considerations throughout the education course 

(between 19 and 24%), dropout considerations across semesters predict 
less than 10% of students’ actual dropout (Qvortrup and Lykkegaard, 
2024a). Considerations about dropping out are apparently something 
that many students have, without it necessarily ending up with them 
quitting their study program. The question is then, how can 
we understand these considerations? In a meta-analysis of studies on 
human regrets, Roese and Summerville (2005) find that the two 
choices in life that people most often regret are their educational and 
career choices. Are the dropout considerations thus an expression of 
regret regarding the choice of education already starting during their 
education? Another possibility is to understand the dropout 
considerations not as a regret (i.e., a feeling which is linked backward 
to the educational choice one had made), but as a fundamental doubt 
linked to the future opportunities that the education provides. It is not 
unreasonable to assume that such a forward-oriented feeling linked to 
the choice of education has increased with a heightened sense of 
existential vulnerability and declining trust in democratic institutions 
(Common Worlds Research Collective, 2020). This kind of doubt is not 
necessarily negative, as suggested by Herrmann et  al. (2015) who 
describe a kind of doubt among university students that is related to 
their academic identity and experience of meaningfulness. This doubt, 
they suggest, is constructive, because it causes the students to shape 
themselves and their identity in interaction with their social and 
academic environment. Furthermore, it causes them to make informed 
choices (Herrmann et al., 2015). This is a completely different form of 
student doubt than the negative one described in Hovdhaugen and 
Aamodt (2009), which is rooted in either administrative requirements 
that the student cannot handle, or in a (not always well-founded) fear 
of not being able to fulfill academic standards. The relevance of 
distinguishing between constructive and non-constructive doubt is 
confirmed in Hovdhaugen (2009), who shows that doubt reasoned in 
a lack of alignment between expectations for and experiences of the 
educational content in the study program, to a greater extent resulted 

FIGURE 1

Modified institutional departure model (Reproduced with permission, Tinto, 1997, p. 615).
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in a change of study than doubt reasoned in other conditions, which 
led to dropout. However, the consequences may not be as one-sided as 
one risks suggesting by linking them alone to conditioning factors and 
results. Studies on apprentices who remain in their apprenticeship, find 
that dropout considerations can undermine work satisfaction and 
commitment (Allen et  al., 2010), engagement (Halbesleben and 
Wheeler, 2008), and future performance (Bakker and Costa, 2014), and 
additionally associated with stress at work (Allen et  al., 2010). 
Furthermore, it is suggested that the dropout considerations reflect a 
negative experience (Eicher et al., 2014) which may accumulate over 
time (Hobfoll, 2011). Because of the complexity of the character and 
possible consequences of dropout considerations, they are worth 
examining in their own right, as also suggested by Powers and 
Watt (2021).

In this article, we  investigate dropout considerations among 
students in tertiary education programs in the humanities. Reasoned 
in the findings described above, there are two major purposes to this 
article: To understand (1) what characterizes students’ dropout 
considerations and (2) if students’ dropout considerations accumulate 
over time (cf. Hobfoll, 2011). The research question is:

How do students’ dropout considerations take form and evolve 
throughout tertiary education?

The research question will be  answered focusing on different 
identified evolvements in students’ dropout considerations. The 
purpose of the article is not to reach general conclusions about the 
origin or size of students’ dropout considerations, or to produce final 
knowledge about which evolvements are most or least frequently 
occurring, but to draw a varied picture of different possible 
evolvements in students’ dropout considerations and point to possible 
psychological and structural reasons for these evolvements.

Materials and methods

To answer the research question focusing on the characteristics 
and evolvement of students’ dropout considerations, the article 
builds on a mixed method design with longitudinal survey, register, 
and interview data from tertiary Humanities students matriculating 
in 2017–2019. Data was collected every half year as long as the 
students were enrolled in the program. Our choice of design and 
methods for the study is based on a belief that the longitudinal data 
collection with the various methods provides the best basis for 
investigating how students’ dropout considerations might take form 
and evolve over time. When choosing a mixed method design, 
Greene (2008) accentuates the importance of having a strong inquiry 
logic, which must be underpinned by coherence and connection 
between the constituent parts (i.e., methods). In our case, the survey 
provides knowledge about fluctuations in students’ self-reported 
dropout considerations, while register data allows us to examine 
whether these dropout considerations accumulate to actual dropout. 
Interview data nuances our understanding of the fluctuations and of 
how students’ explain high and low dropout considerations, 
respectively. However, how and if different parts (i.e., methods) fit 
together must be determined not only based on the research interest, 
but also in the epistemological framework of the study. 
Epistemological paradigms offer logics of justification and frames of 

inquiry for selecting and discussing methodologies and methods that 
can help design and discuss how to best answer research questions 
and explain and discuss the relevance of different methodologies and 
methods (Carter and Little, 2007; Qvortrup and Lykkegaard, 2024b). 
The epistemology that has guided the choices of methodologies and 
methods in this article relates to the thinking of dropout in Tinto’s 
institutional departure model. The epistemological aspects of Tinto’s 
institutional departure model have resulted in the chosen design, 
which relates to the model being socio-psychologically rooted. We, 
therefore, chose methods that gave us the possibility of examining 
characteristics and fluctuations of the students’ dropout 
considerations, from both a focus on individual/psychological 
perspectives and social mechanisms/structures. We chose to do this 
by asking students in interviews to describe and explain individual 
experiences or perceptions, referring to social structures, and by 
looking at patterns in individual experiences or perceptions as these 
are represented in students’ survey responses. We  visualize the 
survey and register data by using Sankey diagrams, which identify 
patterns across item responses and thus lead to identifiable paths. 
We do not claim that this is the full breath of possible paths, but 
we use these identified collective paths to detect themes that must 
be explained by something other than the individual, psychological 
perspective, namely social mechanisms or structures. By combining 
interviews with register and survey data we get a ‘diversity of views’ 
and get the chance to ‘change perspective’ (Greene et  al., 1989; 
Greene, 2007; Bryman, 2016). Regarding the change in perspective, 
we increase both the breadth and depth of our analyses of students’ 
dropout considerations by moving from patterns identified across 
students to individual students’ experiences or perceptions. We thus 
seek to expand and strengthen our interpretation and the validity of 
the quantitative data by combining it with complementary interview 
data. Our approach is, quantitatively variable-oriented (with a focus 
on dropout consideration changes) and qualitatively case-oriented 
(with a focus on students’ reasons for and experiences of 
these changes).

The study employs data integration as participating students in the 
qualitative part are a subsample of the quantitative participants. 
Moreover, the study employs interpretation integration, as the 
qualitative case student are analyzed and presented as narrative joint 
displays referring to previous (quantitative and qualitative) presented 
data and results.

Register and survey data

We collected longitudinal survey and register data from all 
students in Humanities at the University of [anonymized for the sake 
of review] matriculating in 2017–2019 (N = 2,781) half-yearly until 
they were no longer enrolled (i.e., graduated or dropped out). Student 
descriptives are presented in Table 1. Register data were collected with 
exact dropout/completion dates and counted for the beginning and 
middle of each semester. However, unless students who dropped out 
actively contacted the university to let them know that they would not 
proceed their studies, there was a delay in dropout dates, as 
administrative dropout registration was not registered before students 
missed obligatory classes or exams.

Register data on students’ study progress (i.e., enrolled, leave of 
absence, graduated, or dropped out) were provided by the university 
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along with mail addresses for all students. The survey was distributed 
electronically to the students’ study mails halfway through each 
semester and teachers were encouraged to set aside time in class for 
students to fill out the survey, to minimize overall dropout. 
We acknowledge that students self-reported dropout considerations in 
the middle of the semester might very possibly be different than dropout 
considerations at the beginning and/or end of the semester. We thus, do 
not perceive the dropout considerations that students indicate halfway 
through one semester as a proxy for dropout considerations for the 
entire semester. Instead, we perceive them as experiences situated in 
time, which we can compare to situational experiences at other times 
(halfway through previous and subsequent semesters). We  do not 
anticipate linear development between points in time.

The response rates varied from semester to semester from 58% in 
the first semester to 15% in the sixth semester. The dramatic drop in 
response rates might be  due to the COVID-19 shutdown, where 
students were home-taught and teachers thus were not able to set aside 
time for the survey during (physical) classes.

In this article, we  focus on a subset of four survey items (see 
Table 2) related to students’ dropout considerations, answered using a 
five-point Likert scale. Participants were provided the option to 
respond “I do not know/I do not wish to answer” for all questions, and 
these responses were treated as missing values in the analysis.

Explorative factor analysis

Data were transferred to SPSS and all statistical analyses were 
conducted in SPSS v.28 and Excel. Data were screened for 
impermissible values (no values were outside the 1–5 range) and 
subsequently screened for missing data.

The dataset’s suitability for factor analysis was evaluated using 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy (KMO > 0.5) and 
Bartlett’s test of sphericity. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used 
to openly investigate the underlying factor structure. Since the 

correlation test (using direct oblimin rotation) showed very small 
correlations, orthogonal Varimax rotation was used. Kaiser’s criterion 
(eigenvalues ≥1) was used to determine the number of factors, and 
items with loadings above 0.4 were included (Rahn, 2014). The factor 
reliability was tested with Cronbach’s Alpha (we use standardized α), 
where α > 0.6 was chosen as accepted (Ursachi et  al., 2015). 
We performed the EFA for individual semesters (1–6) and found the 
same one-factor structure each time, as indicated in Table  2. 
Noticeably the fourth item does only load on the factor on two 
semesters, and for each of these semesters the loadings are below the 
cutoff value of 0.4 and additionally, the Cronbach’s Alpha value will 
increase if this item is deleted. According to Schönrock-Adema et al. 
(2009), a factor should contain at least three items with significant 
loadings and items loading on the same factor should share the same 
conceptual meaning. Based on this we continue our work with the 
three-item dropout consideration factor.

A mean value for the accepted dropout consideration factor was 
calculated for all students for all semesters.

Descriptive statistics and visualisation

Dropout considerations (values 1–5) were analytically divided 
into three groups of low, medium, and high dropout considerations, 
as represented in Table  3. For each semester, students who had 
dropped out were given the value 0 (from the register data) and 
likewise, students who had completed their studies were given the 
value 6 (from the register data).

We quantified the share of students with low, medium, and high 
dropout considerations, respectively, as well as the share of students who 
had dropped out from or completed their program in each semester.

From the total population of 2,781 students, 141 students had 
completed surveys for all semesters while they were still enrolled in 
their program. We used Sankey diagrams to visualize these students’ 
fluctuations between low, medium, and high dropout considerations 

TABLE 2 Item loadings and Cronbach’s alpha values for the dropout consideration factor for each semester.

Study intentions Items Loadings pr. semester

1 2 3 4 5 6

Dropout considerations

I have considered dropping out during the last six months. 0.815 0.731* 0.792 0.844 0.863 0.898

I have during the last six months sometimes felt uncertain about 

whether I should continue with this program.

0.986 0.960 1.004 1.022 0.981 0.898

I have during the last six months talked to friends and/or family about 

possibly dropping out.

0.890 0.954 0.911 0.977 0.864 0.898

Persistence intentions I expect to complete my program 0.343* – – 0.330* – –

Cronbach’s alpha 0.861 0.906 0.908 0.852 0.870 0.867

*(on loading) = Alpha increases if item is removed.

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics for participating students (N  =  2,781).

Descriptive statistics Percentages

Educational level Bachelor’s degree: 59.9% Master’s degree: 40.1%

Gender Male: 28.7% Female: 71.3%

Homeland Denmark: 88.3% Other countries: 11.7%

Age at matriculation 20 or younger: 19.8% Age 21–25: 57.5% Age 26–30: 14.3% 31 or older: 5.8%
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and towards either dropout or completion across the data collection 
points. Sankey diagrams are particularly suitable to illustrate flows and 
have previously been proven appropriate to visualize educational 
trajectories (Sadler et al., 2012; Lykkegaard and Ulriksen, 2019).

Finally, we  quantified the total movements between adjacent 
semesters from low, medium, and high dropout considerations 
respectively, and towards low, medium, and high dropout 
considerations as well as towards actual dropout and completion.

Interviews

A sample of 14 students was selected from the first survey round 
based on their belonging to the group of students with high dropout 
considerations and because they had ticked off a box in the survey 
permitting them to be contacted for follow-up interviews. We chose 
students with initially high dropout considerations, as we wanted to 
enhance the possibility that some of the interviewed students would 
end up dropping out during our study (Hobfoll, 2011). Students’ 
dropout considerations were longitudinally investigated by half-yearly 
qualitative, semi-structured individual interviews throughout tertiary 
education until they graduated, dropped out, or did not respond to 
any more requests from the researchers. The first interview was 
conducted at the students’ school, the following interviews were 
conducted by phone while students were at home. In total 62 
interviews were conducted, which each lasted between 10 and 50 min 
(20 min on average). The first interviews were the longest. Each 
interview was conducted by the first author and followed the thread 
and theme from the previous interview regarding students’ study 

experiences and accounts of their dropout considerations. All the 
qualitative interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.

For the present analysis, we selected three case students based on 
maximum variation (Flyvbjerg, 2004) with one case student who 
completes her program, one student who drops out of her program, 
and finally one student who changes to another program which 
she completes.

Qualitative analysis
In the interview transcripts, the first author extracted the sections 

where the students explicitly or implicitly referred to their dropout 
considerations, and—true to Tinto’s Model—their experiences of the 
social environment, the academic environment, and classroom 
activities. From these extracts, the first author wrote three case stories. 
The stories were then analyzed one by one by the second author (with 
no prior knowledge of or relationship with the students) based on the 
theoretical framework presented in the introduction focusing on the 
three students’ reasons for having or not having dropout 
considerations, on the students’ forward/backward reasoning, on the 
influence of administrative and academic requirements on dropout 
considerations, and alignment between study expectations and 
experiences. Finally, the first author, with her year-long relationship 
with the students—validated these analyses, and we jointly wrote case 
presentations, illustrating the anonymized students’ tertiary 
educational stories and referring back to the quantitative data and 
between the case students’ stories.

Results

Results are presented in two subsections. The first section presents 
the fluctuations in the students’ dropout considerations over time 
(quantitative), and the second presents the three case students’ 
individual (qualitative) dropout considerations stories and our 
analysis hereof.

Fluctuations in dropout considerations

Table 4 illustrates that the share of students indicating to have low, 
medium, and high dropout considerations remains stable across the 
semester (63–71%, 9–15%, and 18–24% respectively). This stability is 

TABLE 3 Categorisation and values assigned to register and survey data 
outputs.

Assigned values

Register data Dropout considerations (factor 
mean)

Dropped out (value 0)

Enrolled

High dropout considerations (values: 1.00–2.35)

Medium dropout considerations (values: 2.35–3.65)

Low dropout considerations (values: 3.65–5.00)

Completed (value 6)

TABLE 4 Study progression and dropout consideration descriptives pr. semester.

Semester

1 2 3 4 5 6

Study progression status (register data)

Enrolled 2.754 (99%) 2.551 (92%) 2.409 (87%) 1.623 (58%) 1.477 (53%) 793 (29%)

Completed 0 (0%) 14 (1%) 22 (1%) 732 (26%) 821 (30%) 1.467 (53%)

Dropped out 27 (1%) 216 (8%) 350 (13%) 426 (15%) 483 (17%) 521 (19%)

Dropout consideration status (survey data)

Low dropout considerations 1.048 (66%) 534 (63%) 483 (68%) 237 (67%) 143 (65%) 82 (71%)

Medium dropout considerations 257 (16%) 114 (13%) 92 (13%) 39 (11%) 33 (15%) 11 (9%)

High dropout considerations 284 (18%) 204 (24%) 135 (19%) 79 (22%) 44 (20%) 23 (20%)
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noticeably consistent among the enrolled students throughout a 
period where more and more students either drop out or complete 
their study program. This could indicate that some students 
accumulate their dropout considerations and drop out, after which 
approximately the same share of new students start accumulating 
dropout considerations without accumulating to drop out. However, 
the Sankey diagram in Figure 2, tells a different story, contributing to 
challenge the suggestion of Hobfoll (2011) that students’ dropout 
considerations accumulate over time.

Figure 2, visualizes fluctuations in students’ dropout considerations 
between low, medium, and high dropouts. The horizontal dimension 
shows time with the six semesters indicated at the bottom. The surveys 
were answered in the middle of the semester whereas the register data 
were accumulated and plotted for the beginning and middle of the 
semester. The vertical dimension presents the distribution of the 141 
students in five different groups according to dropout, dropout 
considerations (high, medium, low), or study completion at each 
semester. The colored bands illustrate the identified flows between the 
five groups. The widths of the individual colored bands are proportional 
to the share of the 141 students in it. The proportion of students 
identified to have “low dropout rates” is thus the wide light green band 
at the left top thinning out across time (moving right). This band 
includes both students who continually indicated low dropout 
considerations and those who came from medium (i.e., the yellow band) 
or high (i.e., the orange band) dropout considerations.

The range of different identified patterns/fluctuations represented 
in Figure  2 emphasizes the dynamics in students’ dropout 
considerations. Although there seems to be a primary movement from 
high dropout considerations (orange) towards dropout (red) and from 
low dropout considerations (light green) towards completion (dark 
green), there are also considerable secondary movements, e.g., from 
low dropout considerations (light green) towards dropout (red)—see 
second and third semesters in Figure 2. Likewise, there are noticeable 

movements from high dropout considerations (orange) toward study 
completion (dark green) in the fourth and sixth semesters. It is 
important to note, that we  cannot assume linearity in dropout 
considerations from one measurement point to the next. Underneath 
the identified patterns—primary as well as secondary movements—
there might be additional oscillations.

Table  5 illustrates a summed view of the students’ identified 
movements from low, medium, or high dropout considerations in one 
semester to their dropout considerations, dropout, or completion in the 
next semester. The dropout rate is highest for students with high dropout 
considerations (30%) and the completion rate is highest for students with 
low dropout considerations (9%), however, there is also considerable 
dropout for students with low dropout considerations (6%) and likewise 
noticeable completion rates for students with high dropout 
considerations (5%). With this table, it is therefore firmly established that 
dropout cannot, at least not for all students, be understood as a result of 
linear accumulated dropout considerations. We have groups of students 
for whom the fluctuations in dropout considerations follow a completely 
different non-accumulating pattern. Perhaps some of these students’ high 
dropout considerations are of the positive type that we  referenced 
Herrmann et al. (2015) to describe. For other students, particularly those 
with low dropout considerations that drop out, the mechanism must 
be completely different and rapidly changing. Regarding the students, 
whose dropout considerations do accumulate towards dropout, based on 
Table 5 and Figure 2, we can conclude that the accumulations occur at 
different speeds (orange to red, yellow to red, and green to red in 
consecutive semesters).

Case students’ tertiary educational stories

Table 6 shows the educational status over time of the 14 focus 
students participating. The color shows whether the students are 

FIGURE 2

Sankey diagram showing fluctuations in students’ dropout considerations. The horizontal dimension presents time and the vertical dimension presents 
the distribution of students (N  =  141) at each semester in five different groups: Dropout (red), high dropout considerations (orange), medium dropout 
considerations (yellow), low dropout considerations (light green), or study completion (dark green). The colored bands illustrate the flows between the 
five groups. The widths of the individual bands are proportional to the share of students in it.
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enrolled (yellow), dropped out (red), or have completed their study 
program (green). The focus students—who all had high dropout 
consideration in the first semester—were interviewed half-yearly 
(marked by X’es in the table) throughout tertiary education until they 
graduated (8 students), dropped out (4 students), or did not respond 
to requests from the researchers (white—2 students). Two students 
quit their original study program and entered a new program. The 
semester where they started a new program is marked by orange in 
the table. The three selected case students whose individual 
educational trajectories and dropout consideration stories will 
be presented in the following are indicated in the table with blue 
squares around. The case students are thus selected to illustrate a 
student who dropped out of the study, a student who completed the 
study, and a student who dropped out of the first study program and 
started a second program.

Ingrid
Ingrid is a middle-aged woman, who has been working as a youth 

care worker with vulnerable children for several years.

"Well, I  really loved my job, but the working conditions have 
deteriorated so much that sometimes I can't even look myself in the 
mirror and hardly stand behind what we do at work. So, I felt I had 

to pull the plug. And I can't have any influence in the position I'm 
in now. So, I had many considerations about if I wanted to have an 
impact and make a difference, bring something else into the field of 
work I have, primarily with neglected children, then I needed to 
have different knowledge and a different title to put on it, to be able 
to do something else." (First interview)

Ingrid’s reason for starting her tertiary study (masters’ program) 
can be understood with reference to the distinction we made in the 
introduction between feelings referring backward (regrets) and 
feelings referring forwards (opportunities). Ingrid justifies her choice 
of study by referring backward (she loved her job but had to leave 
because of the working conditions). However, the quote shows that 
she is also influenced by forward-oriented feelings, as she sees future 
opportunities (different knowledge and a different title). However, it 
becomes clear that the forward-oriented feelings do not necessarily 
have a clear direction, as she is unsure of what exactly she will use the 
education for: “I’ve been toying with the idea of doing something else for 
the past three years. Not specifically what it should be, but I could feel 
that I needed something different in terms of work.” (First interview). 
Her lengthy process of deciding to quit her job has resulted in great 
motivation for her new tertiary education. The motivation is 
furthermore based on already positive experiences with successfully 

TABLE 5 Movements in dropout considerations and study progression between adjacent semesters.

Completion Low dropout 
considerations

Medium dropout 
considerations

High dropout 
considerations

Dropout

Low dropout considerations (N = 308) 9% 73% 8% 5% 6%

Medium dropout considerations (N = 104) 6% 18% 47% 9% 20%

High dropout considerations (N = 176) 5% 3% 3% 59% 30%

Share of students at one semester (left column) with, respectively, low (light green), medium (yellow), and high (orange) dropout considerations and their particular dropout consideration 
(light green, yellow, orange), completion (green) or actual dropout (red) the following semester (adjacent columns). Note, as the 114 students answered the survey each semester as long as they 
were still enrolled in their program, the total number is of adjacent semester movements are 588.

TABLE 6 Students’ individual educational trajectories.

Semesters

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9.

Mona X

Mae X X

Ingrid X X

Cathrine X X

Mahir X X X

Abi X X X X

Carina X X X X

Sue X X X X X

Lucy X X X X X X

Cathrine X X X X X X

Sarah X X X X X

Maria X X X X X X

Yalina X X X X X X X X

Idhar X X X X X X X X

Yellow: Still enrolled. Green: Completed study program. Red: Dropped out. Orange: Dropped out and changed to a new study program. White: Researchers were not able to get in contact with 
the student.
Xes denotes interview times. Blue squares highlight the three focus students.
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pursuing some other tertiary education and looking forward to more. 
However, when Ingrid started her studies, she felt overwhelmed:

"I was very surprised, and I felt completely thrown off. I thought, 
'You can't be so stupid and clueless that you don't understand this.' 
I was really knocked down. I can't exactly say what it was that 
knocked me down, but it was as if my entire identity was being torn 
apart in some way." (First interview)

Ingrid herself sees one reason for her feeling that her identity is 
being torn apart is the academic level (cf. Hovdhaugen and Aamodt, 
2009, academic requirements):

"Because I could feel it in the academic field, and we even started 
quite slowly, I think, looking back now, but I could feel that having 
to sit down and engage with reading a text and then understand it 
afterward, and try to extract from it with the knowledge I had back 
then, it was a big task." (First interview)

In addition to the difficulties in meeting administrative and 
academic requirements (suggested by Hovdhaugen and Aamodt, 
2009), Ingrid believes that her age also affects her experience of the 
academic requirements: “And I can also feel that I’m not quite young 
anymore. My age also plays a role. I do not have the same reading speed 
anymore, and I do not have the same working memory when it comes 
to approaching new things.” (First interview). Ingrid additionally points 
out some personal issues. She had to work full-time alongside studying 
because she could not take leave from her job. This is uncommon in 
Denmark, where the government provides financial support (“SU”) 
for education. She would also like to “have time for her family” and she 
believes that “It can be difficult to fit it in compared to starting a study 
at the age of 20”:

"And this whole thing about losing… Not having anything stable, 
not having this structure around it, it has taken me some time to 
build it up." (First interview)

In addition to the academic requirements, Ingrid thus faces 
personal requirements within two sub-categories: financial and 
family care, referring to her resources, costs, and values. The 
academic and personal requirements jointly fueled Ingrid’s 
dropout considerations:

"It's been a really tough start. And I've also been close to quitting 
and thought that I shouldn't expose myself to this […] My goal was 
that I would try until the fall break [the semester starts in September 
and the fall break is in October]. I  said that I  had to do that, 
otherwise, you simply can't just quit. But until the fall break was my 
goal, and then it had to bear or break, whatever was going to happen 
then. Also, if I found out whether I could even learn this. And if 
I can figure out how to write in this way. And I have now realized 
that I can. It just takes time for me. It takes time for me to read, 
understand, and use it academically. […] And when I had written 
it [exam assignment during the fall break], been through it, and 
passed it, I could feel that I had the courage for more. Because I've 
always found this incredibly exciting. It's incredibly exciting to 
be enriched by different knowledge and knowledge from completely 
different angles than the ones I encounter in my work practice and 

in my social circle. It gives me a lot to encounter knowledge in this 
way." (First interview)

Thus, Ingrid’s dropout considerations were fueled by negative 
experiences, as described in Hovdhaugen and Aamodt (2009). 
However, as the above quote shows, the dropout considerations also 
seem to be counteracted or diminished by positive experiences. Ingrid 
has the experience that she has cracked the academic code. At times 
she seems surprised and impressed by her knowledge and her new 
study approach. She says, “And sometimes I can hear myself saying ‘how 
do you know that’?’, ‘what is it based on?’. I have suddenly started to 
be much more critical regarding what I read. In what I am asked to do, 
and in the way I approach things.” (First interview). At this point, she 
no longer had dropout considerations:

"No, because then I took the next step, which was until Christmas. 
I have taken it very gradually to keep myself up saying, this is what 
I need to do right now. My considerations about it are that I cannot 
have both a full-time job and study on the side. And I don't want to 
do that to myself. I don't want to do both things halfway. So, I have 
to make a decision soon about what I'll do. And it's simply because 
I can only get SU [student grant], and I can't live off that. I must 
realize that I simply can't. I don't want to have to sell my house and 
everything for that…" (First interview)

Ingrid’s experience of being able to master requirements added to 
her personal transformation:

"It has taken me a long time to set aside my youth care worker title 
and get used to the student title. This thing about being a student. 
I might be a youth care worker, but right now, I am a student, and 
this is where I  am, and this is what I  have to deal with." 
(First interview)

However, the dropout considerations returned, and at the end of 
the first semester, she says “But I can feel now that the study has taken 
a turn because I am currently experiencing that it has become really 
difficult. It’s because there is a lot of literature in English, and it requires 
even more of me to deal with it.” Once again, she has given herself a 
new deadline. She said: “Now I have at least tried to finish it until Easter 
[halfway through the second semester] where there will be a change 
again.” (First interview). By the time of the second interview, 
Ingrid says:

"Well, the way it's gone is that shortly after we talked, I think it's at 
that point I go on sick leave. Or at least I become ill. And I am sent 
to the hospital for a check, with the aim of diagnosing cancer in my 
stomach and then subsequently cancer in my throat." […] After 
about a month and a half in the diagnostic process, fortunately, 
cancer is not found. Something else is found, but it is not life-
threatening in any way. But after that period, there is an exam, and 
I would say that's when I really hit rock bottom." (Second interview)

"And then I couldn't bear the idea that I had to be in it […] So, the 
study is on hold because I haven't enrolled in classes here after. And 
I haven't done that because then I completely fell out of the system. 
And I could see that I couldn't catch up within the standard time 
that the study is set for." (Second interview)
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Ingrid therefore drops out. She says:

"It was very much about the content. And what can one say about 
the teaching or the teachers, it has been very different […] I think 
I became unsure of those times when we had subjects where we had 
multiple teachers. And where those teachers disagreed on how the 
teaching should be." (Second interview)

"I guess it was me who didn't really fit into it. And I had become too 
old. And it was also nonsense that such an old woman like me 
should engage in it. That's how you can quickly belittle yourself." 
(Second interview)

Ingrid describes difficulties in figuring out and managing what she 
was supposed to do. She, on the one hand, finds herself unfit for 
studying. On the other hand, she still finds the study 
program interesting.

"Right now, I'm thinking that, for one thing, I really miss reading a 
lot. I miss incredibly much this thing with the knowledge […] And 
it's incredibly interesting at the same time as it's also insanely 
challenging. And I could feel that it had been many years since I had 
been in a classroom. […] I hope that I can find a solution and come 
back to it [the study]. Because I really think it was really fantastic." 
(Second interview)

Through the course of our study, Ingrid experienced many 
fluctuations in her dropout considerations. It was by no means a 
cumulative one-directional movement that made her dropout, it was 
ups and downs, and in the end, she explains her dropout with a heavy 
personal experience. However, we cannot help wondering, whether 
this experience also in some way set her free from her 
academic struggles.

Table 5 and Figure 2 illustrated movements and fluctuations based 
on our survey and register data, we saw how some students’ dropout 
considerations followed a non-straightforward movement. Ingrid 
illustrates, such non-straightforward movements. Her story 
additionally show that these movements can take place over rather 
short time intervals. In the following, we present Abi’s story and the 
movements in her dropout considerations.

Abi
Abi is a newly graduated journalist, and after spending 6 months 

searching for jobs and feeling that she lacked some academic 
knowledge to convey, she applied for a two-year master’s 
degree program:

"I could sense that it was something I thought could be exciting. But 
I just think that what happened quite quickly when I started the 
program was, I didn't feel like it lived up to what was described 
about it." (First interview)

What Abi describes early on in her study, is an example of the lack 
of alignment between expectations for and experiences of the 
educational content in the study program, as described by Hovdhaugen 
(2009). Abi justifies her expectancy-experience frustrations by the fact 
that she was not familiar with the way of working at universities. This 
issue is discussed by Abi throughout her studies:

“There are some things I  notice because my education was so 
practical compared to those who are used to studying at 
home. You  read, you  attend lectures, then back home.” 
(First interview)

“And it also became very clear to me during the method project 
because then I chose to ally myself with someone who was quite 
academic and who came from the history study. And there were just 
so many things that she knew as a matter of course about how things 
should be structured, and so there were many of the things I had 
written that she asked me to make more academic because I’m 
brought up in a completely different way. Things should ideally be as 
understandable as possible. Where sometimes it can seem like 
almost the opposite is what you  aim for in those assignments.” 
(Third interview)

According to Hovdhaugen (2009), dropout considerations 
reasoned in expectancy-experience misalignment might lead to a 
change of program (instead of dropout). For Abi, however, her 
decisiveness, caused her to stay in the program.

“So, there’s also something in my upbringing, in that I would feel it 
as a personal failure if I dropped out of something I had committed 
to and started. In terms of my future, for example, I have a father 
who really wants to further his education, he’s a vocational teacher, 
and it’s really difficult for him to do anything because he doesn’t have 
a higher education than that. There’s also something in that, that 
regardless of whether I  feel like I can use it for much right now, 
I think it’s really nice to have that master’s degree with me. And 
I also went into this education with the premise that it's just a year 
in the classroom, and then I would have this internship in the third 
semester, and then the master thesis for another half year, and that’s 
it. So now I’m also so far along, so I think I’ll stick with it. If I get an 
internship placement, that is, I’ve been applying a bit now.” 
(First interview)

Here we see, just like with Ingrid, that the way Abi handles her 
dropout considerations is based on feelings referring backward, both 
to her own experiences of not being allowed to fail, but also to 
experiences from her father’s lack of success. However, she also briefly 
mentions some forward-oriented feelings with the wording that it’s 
nice to have that master’s degree with me. But to realize the 
opportunities described as part of the forward-oriented feelings, there 
is a hard battle to be fought. Fortunately, Abi has a genuine interest in 
the field:

“But somehow, what’s at the core of the study, that is still what I find 
interesting.” (First interview)

However, her decisiveness and interest does not stop her from 
momentarily being filled with dropout considerations:

"But here in January, for example, when we had this week-long 
exam, and when I otherwise had time off, I was looking at job 
postings a lot. Because it takes something to hold onto someone like 
me, because I know that I have an education that I could just go out 
and use for something. In principle, I could just go out and enter the 
job market now." (Second interview)
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Abi’s considerations about dropping out largely revolve around the 
study program or what Tinto (1975) terms the academic system. She 
did not feel that she was sufficiently challenged academically:

“I attend the classes and I study my material. I want it to make sense 
to me. But then you sit, for example, in this class yesterday, and I feel 
like it's the same thing that was covered last week. And it's also 
because they have to consider that we come from so many different 
places, but some things are really spoon-fed. Where you  think, 
we can probably move on to something else now." (First interview)

In addition to the academic level, Abi thought the program lacked 
depth, that it tried to cover too broad a spectrum, and she says that 
she often “misses the point” of the texts they read and therefore 
questions their relevance. Interestingly, Ingrid’s experiences of lack of 
understanding lead her to criticize herself (lack of skills), while Abi 
directs the problem at the study program. It seems that the former 
inward orientation increases dropout considerations, while the latter 
outward orientation decreases them.

A final outward critique from Abi, has to do with her being 
dissatisfied with the teachers, and her dropout considerations are 
therefore also reasoned in Tinto’s (1997) category ‘Classroom 
activities’. Abi has been openly critical of the teachers since the first 
semester, and this criticism continues throughout the rest of 
the interviews:

"I actually think we had some really bad teachers." (First semester)

"I mean, I also think I've said this many times during our interviews, 
that they are indeed very academically skilled teachers. It's just that 
some of them are so academic that they also forget to be good at 
conveying information. And that's probably because they primarily 
prefer to be researchers rather than teachers. But they do know a lot 
about what they're teaching." (Fourth interview)

When Abi addresses the problematic issues she sees in her study 
program, she is repeatedly told that it will get better in the next 
semester, that it will then make sense e.g.: “we were constantly told by 
our tutor that this teacher is a bit special, but after the fall break, it will 
get better.” (First interview), but that is not her experience. Thus, the 
consequences of a lack of alignment between expectations and 
experiences described in the introduction referring to Hovdhaugen 
(2009), apply not only to Abi before and after the start of her study, but 
also during it. Abi is not comfortable leaving the gap between 
expectations and experiences open, perhaps because she does not 
believe that it will be possible to close the gap she is experiencing. Abi 
finds it unsatisfactory that things do not “make sense” in the present:

"And that's what made me really dissatisfied in the first semester. 
You must get a feel for everything but don't know what to grasp. And 
then you sat there until January and had to do a week-long exam 
and write an assignment, and maybe it was only then that you had 
time to understand the theories you needed for the assignment." 
(Second interview)

Abi does what she can to close the gap between expectations and 
experiences and make sense of the theories herself. As part of this 
sense-making, she decides that she wants to do an internship as part 

of her education in the third semester. However, she cannot find any 
information about it anywhere. She knocks down doors until she 
succeeds in arranging an information meeting for herself and for 
her classmates:

"There wasn't meant to be an info meeting, no. Which has come 
about because I  could sense that there were many who were 
interested in hearing about this internship. But it's a cumbersome 
process, and it's something you have to be passionate about to get 
through." (Second interview)

As illustrated in the above quote, Abi constantly encounters 
challenges, but as we  saw earlier, she does not turn the problems 
inwards to the same extent as Ingrid, she turns them outwards and 
acts. All in all, Abi’s frustrations several times make her react and try 
to change things in her program and classes. Other times, it makes her 
sit quietly in class:

"I find it difficult to constantly… Well, this bad atmosphere that's 
actually in the class about the teaching… You can't just complain 
without doing something about it either. But it's also very unclear 
what to do about it. So, I probably try to keep quiet sometimes." 
(First interview)

As is obvious from the above quote, Abi cares about the atmosphere 
in her class, however, she was not initially that socially invested in her 
class, and she does not believe that her class’s social environment is that 
good. However, Abi shares how she strategically chose her study group 
partners. Particularly the girl, already mentioned, who came from a 
completely different background than her.

"I had singled out her who I  knew was really sharp in those, 
you know, overarching academic things from uni, and then we also 
found a third person." (Fourth interview)

And a bit to her surprise, Abi ends up getting quite close with her 
study group. “The two I wrote the method project with, I’ve become quite 
good friends with them.” (Third interview). However, when it came to 
her earlier dropout considerations, Abi used only her family, 
boyfriend, and friends outside the university to discuss this:

"My boyfriend also listens to a lot. And one of his friends, who is 
actually doing a Ph.D. […] I've actually talked to him quite a bit 
because he  says he  just loves studying and thinks it's great. 
He really keeps saying that I should drop out. He thinks I should 
drop it and that you shouldn't do something you're not happy 
with. But I actually had a successful experience with this [latest] 
exam. And it was really nice to get grades on that because I had 
kind of set it as a goal, that if it didn't go well with that, then 
I actually didn't understand at all what we were doing in this 
study program, and then I shouldn't be here. But it went well." 
(Second semester)

Hovdhaugen and Aamodt (2009) describe how a (not always well-
founded) fear of not being able to fulfill academic standards, might 
increase dropout considerations (like for Ingrid), however, for Abi the 
positive experience of being able to fulfill requirements helped reduce 
dropout considerations.
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During the second semester, Abi got the internship placement she 
wanted, which helped things fall even more into place for her. “The 
whole second semester was actually also in the light of knowing that 
I was going to intern in the third semester,” and when asked about her 
dropout considerations in the third semester, she responds: “No no no, 
we are finishing it now, unless it completely messes up in the master 
thesis, of course.” Abi did a so-called product-based master thesis. 
Again, she struggled to find information on how such a thesis could 
or should be constructed:

"And I can sense from my teachers that it's not because they have a 
lot of experience with these product theses either. But I think maybe 
it's up to me to figure out how to put it together." (Third interview)

"However, in terms of my concern about figuring out what I can use 
the program for, there must be something I can figure out because 
I got an A for the thesis." (Fourth interview)

It is a great success for Abi to overcome the challenges she has 
been through. The reason for her expectancy-experience gap and 
continuous challenges and dropout considerations not cumulating to 
actual dropout, might be, that she, unlike Ingrid, attributes these 
challenges outwards and thus, does not need to face challenging 
personal transformation.

In the following, we present our third case student, Idhar. She too 
is experiencing challenges and has dropout considerations. For Idhar 
the challenges led her to change her study program.

Idhar
Idhar is a young woman, who is very motivated to continue 

studying and to attend a university study after upper secondary 
school. However, she has had a hard time figuring out what bachelor’s 
program to choose:

"And my grades aren't very high, so I couldn't just apply to any 
program that I had in mind. Before I even applied to any programs, 
I wanted to study to become a social worker, even though it's not at 
the university. Also, because it suits me more. But I couldn't because 
of my grades. So, I  had to see what else I  was interested in." 
(First interview)

After upper secondary school, she applied for different bachelor 
programs, but did not get into her first choice: “But then I was accepted 
into another one, and I thought I would give it a chance because now 
I  had chosen it as my second priority” (first interview). Idhar had 
expectations for the educational content and level of this program and 
when asked, she said that the academic level was very appropriate, but 
that she did not like the teaching that much:

“[In a specific class], I think everyone there is about to fall asleep. It's 
very heavy. It's like you get a million new terms thrown at you, and 
you just have to learn it at that point when you're reading it […] It's 
more because you want to discuss because maybe you have some 
other viewpoints. But I can't really do that because it's not the place 
for it.” (First interview)

Idhar experiences a gap between her expectations for and 
experiences with Tinto’s (1997) category ‘Classroom activities’. 

We wonder whether this classroom expectancy-experience gap was 
what later resulted in Idhar’s change of study, as Hovdhaugen (2009) 
argues, that doubt reasoned in expectancy-experience misalignment 
of the educational content, to a greater extent results in a change of 
study than doubt reasoned in other conditions. In any case, Idhar has 
had many dropout considerations right from the start of the program.

"But when I started, I felt a bit already on the first day that it wasn't 
really for me after all. It just wasn't what I had expected. I don't 
know how to explain it. But I just feel that it was very different from 
what I had anticipated. So, I was actually quite disappointed. And 
then I thought, 'okay, it's only the first day, you just have to give it a 
chance.' And now I'm in the second semester, and I still feel the same 
way." (Second interview)

Even though Idhar from day one did not feel a match with her 
current study program, she stayed in it for a while. This was for her 
(like Abi) a question of not being a quitter:

"[I'm thinking] that I want to give it a chance. Because I don't want 
to be someone who just drops out right away without giving it a 
chance. You can't really judge it from one day or a few weeks. So, 
I thought I just had to try to see how it would go. And if it doesn't 
start to become more interesting over time. It could be that it just 
seemed a bit dry at the beginning. But now I've concluded that I'll 
probably switch to something else when I  get the chance." 
(First semester)

The studies described in the introduction found that increasing or 
cumulative dropout considerations might lead to reduced work 
satisfaction, commitment, engagement, and stress (Halbesleben and 
Wheeler, 2008; Allen et al., 2010). However, Idhar manages to accept 
her position and it seems that something different than assumed from 
these studies is happening. She keeps her learning motivation high, 
despite her likewise high dropout considerations:

"Even if it's not interesting or something I'll need in the future, I feel 
that all knowledge is good knowledge. Because then I know those 
things. Because it may be  that I'll need it at another time, or if 
we need something similar in the new program. Then I already know 
it. So, it's not like I've completely tuned out and just shown up and 
sat and listened to nothing. Because many asked if I wasn't wasting 
my time. But then I replied that I don't feel like I am because I'm still 
learning something. Maybe it's not what I'll be  studying in the 
future, but I  can still use it in some way at some point." 
(First interview)

Idhar feels that her current study does not fit her, and thus we also 
here identify aspects of the need for inward or outward changes to 
reach a match. Idhar does not engage in inward personal 
transformation, as we saw Ingrid did. She does not either work to 
change the program to create a better match, as we saw Abi do. For 
Idhar, the mismatch increases, which increases her dropout 
considerations but still does not lead to dropout. Idhar decided to stay 
in the program for a full year until she could apply for and start the 
new study program. Hovdhaugen (2009) suggests that expectancy-
experience gaps can lead to students changing programs. However, 
Idhar’s decision to stay at the old program for a year is more difficult 
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to explain. For Idhar, there might be a sociocultural reason behind 
this. For a long time, she did not share with her parents that she 
wanted to drop out and start a new study program, and when she did, 
it took some time for her parents to understand her decision. From 
her description of this, one gets the feeling that when Idhar emphasizes 
her not being a quitter, it can be related to her parents’ concerns about 
wasting time, getting into—what we  refer to as—a cumulative 
trajectory toward dropping out, and not taking advantages of the 
opportunities they did not have:

"And then my mom asked how it was going with my studies, and 
I  replied that it was fine, but that I  still don't know if it's what 
I want. And she had a little trouble understanding it because she 
wondered why I had chosen it. Because parents are just like that, if 
you choose something, then it's also the only thing you have to do for 
the rest of your life." (First interview)

“My sisters, they've been quite indifferent. I mean, they can't really 
see the problem in changing program, but my mom had a bit of a 
hard time understanding it because, for her, she felt like I had just 
wasted a year on nothing. And also, because she thinks that since 
I'm changing program now, I'll probably get tired of it at some point 
and want to change again and stuff like that." (Third interview)

"I think it's a general thing with Arab parents. Because, for example, 
many who come to Denmark don't have such great chances of 
getting an education and then maybe there have just been some 
linguistic barriers and such. And then they just want you to achieve 
what they didn't achieve." (Fifth interview)

Idhar ends up changing to another program and she is initially 
very happy about it. She excitedly talks about her new program, and 
links her excitedness closely to aspects of the social system in Tinto’s 
(1975) model:

"So, I'm very pleasantly surprised, but I also think that the social 
aspect has a lot to do with it because, in the last couple of years of 
lower secondary school and throughout upper secondary school, 
I just haven't really been in any classes where I felt like I belonged. 
Or where I fit in […] There are a lot of people on this program who 
are just like me." (Third interview)

As she approaches the end of her bachelor’s degree, when she begins 
to look forward to a master’s degree, she cannot imagine that it will be as 
good socially in a subsequent master’s program, as it is in her current 
bachelor’s program: “I actually think it will be a little more difficult.” 
(Eighth interview). Idhar also experiences that the good social 
environment (and the small class size) influences the teaching of her 
new program.

"I also think it plays a role, the relatively small size, it's very small so 
we're not very many. So, it also provides an opportunity to talk to 
everyone across the class.” (Fourth interview)

Idhar is also very enthusiastic about the academic system (cf. 
Tinto, 1975) in her new study program;

"And I don't really feel like I've had that, what can you say, that 
eagerness or that enthusiasm for classes before. Or just for showing 

up at all. So, I  can definitely feel that it has made a really big 
difference to go to a place that you're happy with and to have good 
people around you whom you also talk to and can share your 
frustrations with regarding the study and exams, and so on. So, 
I just think that it's really important that you're satisfied with what 
you're doing because it also affects everything else." (Fifth  
interview)

As she progresses further into the program, she experiences that 
there is a big difference in the quality of the teaching she receives.

"So, basically, I really think it has been very varied, depending on 
what semester you've been on, so, I would definitely say, well, that 
there are some teachers who have been much more equipped for the 
job than others." (Eighth interview)

Her overall experience of the classes depends a lot on the 
fluctuating teacher quality, and for Idhar, Tinto’s (1997) category of 
classroom activities seems to be  decisive for the development of 
dropout considerations.

Thus, although Idhar was very enthusiastic about her new 
program, with time her enthusiasm began to fade.

"The first year, and the first semester of the second year, I think, has 
been the most exciting part of the study. We had some insanely good 
classes there, and also some really sharp teachers, so yeah, well, then 
I was convinced that this was the path I wanted to take because it 
also paved the way for what I was considering in terms of career and 
so on." (Eighth interview)

"Because I had just lost the enthusiasm, these last two semesters 
actually here on the bachelor's." (Eighth interview)

Even though Idhar is starting to feel a bit weary of her program, it 
is important for her to complete not just the bachelor’s degree but also 
to pursue a master’s degree afterward.

"I really want to finish it. Otherwise, I'll have to listen to a lot of 
annoying comments again [laughs]. No, well, initially, I really want 
to complete my bachelor's, and then maybe I'll do something else 
until I want to start on the master's." (Fifth interview)

Idhar begins a master’s degree directly after her bachelor’s degree. 
She does not explain why she does not end up ‘doing something else’ 
before matriculating a masters’ program. We wonder, again, if it for 
Idhar is for sociocultural reasons. Anyhow, we will conclude her story, 
with a general observation she makes about societal expectations 
regarding education:

“For example, when you're in primary school or upper secondary 
school and you're about to apply for tertiary education or talk about 
it. I  feel like society has this idea that if you choose a program, 
you  should just finish it quickly, right after completing upper 
secondary school. I think it's mainly because we're in such a hurry. 
Even though I'm only 21 and about to start my second year at 
university […] Well, there's just no room for taking your time, 
you know? The educational opportunities are abundant, so it's not 
like you could ever fall behind. People are studying, even some in 
their 40s who are still studying to complete upper secondary school. 
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So, it's never too late. I just think it's a general mentality we have.” 
(Fifth interview)

Idhar experiences a lack of harmony between what for her is a 
dominating idea in society, namely that educational trajectories must 
proceed linearly and pacey through unproblematic transitions, and 
her desire to take her time to engage in and reconsider her studies. 
Idhar’s concluding remark is an excellent starting point for summing 
up the article’s interest in understanding students’ dropout 
considerations and whether they contribute to developing or 
challenging young people’s educational self-images.

Limitations

The presented findings rely on students’ self-reported dropout 
considerations, collected through surveys and interviews, and relates 
these to actual dropout and study completion data from institutional 
register data. While self-reported data is essential for understanding 
individual dropout considerations, it inherently introduces the possibility 
of social desirability bias. We  thus acknowledge that the students 
interviewed may not have disclosed all the reasons for their dropout 
considerations. However, we hope that our prolonged engagement with 
the students helped mitigate some initial social desirability bias, enhancing 
the credibility of the data as suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985).

Our study aimed to investigate how students’ dropout 
considerations fluctuate over time and to point to possible 
psychological and structural reasons for these evolvements, rather 
than provide generalizable conclusions about the prevalence or origins 
of these considerations. This aim affects the generalizability of the 
article’s results, as findings are situational and may differ if conducted 
in a different context. For example, it may influence Danish students’ 
dropout considerations significantly that they receive public support 
(SU) for tertiary education regardless of social standing, which is not 
necessarily the case in other countries. Additionally, both the 
demographic composition of our sample, i.e., the share of minority 
students (see Table 1), and the mix of bachelor’s and master’s students, 
could impact the results. As the purpose of the article was to draw a 
varied picture of different possible evolutions in students’ dropout 
considerations and point to possible psychological and structural 
reasons for these evolutions, we found it relevant to include a variety 
of student types. However, it is important to note that the selected 
students may not represent the full spectrum of student experiences 
and dropout consideration fluctuations. Adding to this, we might also 
have arrived at a different understanding of dropout considerations, if 
we  had not chosen solely students with initially high dropout 
considerations for the qualitative part of our study. Finally, the timing 
of our surveys—conducted halfway through the semester—may have 
influenced the findings, and different results might have emerged if 
we had surveyed students at the start or end of the semester. In sum, 
our study has several contextual limitations, and we encourage future 
research to validate, extend, or challenge our findings in other contexts.

Discussion

When focusing on the entire student group, we find that there is 
a stable share of students with low, medium, and high dropout 

considerations throughout time. In that sense, it could be explained 
with the suggestion of Herrmann et  al. (2015), that doubt is a 
faithful—thus stable—study companion. However, although we find 
stable shares of low, medium, and high dropout considerations, 
we also find that this is not an expression of stability in the individual 
student’s dropout considerations, nor does it mean that students’ 
dropout considerations accumulate linearly over time. Both the 
quantitative and qualitative studies make clear that there are significant 
fluctuations in some students’ dropout considerations. Based on this, 
the study confirms both the article’s hypothesis that dropout 
considerations are malleable and the relevance of Tinto’s (1975) 
suggestion to include time as an interacting variable when it comes to 
understanding student development in relation to dropout and 
persistence, respectively.

Our detected dropout considerations fluctuations challenge 
Hobfoll’s (2011) suggestion that students’ dropout considerations 
accumulate over time. Although there seem to be  primary 
movements from high dropout considerations towards dropout, 
and from low dropout considerations towards completion, there 
are also considerable secondary movements (i.e., from high 
dropout considerations to completion). Instead of a cumulative 
development, it is rather the case that the individual student’s 
dropout considerations change repeatedly in interaction with the 
students’ previous experiences, expectations for the future as 
well as changes in the student’s academic and personal  
circumstances.

Like Hovdhaugen and Aamodt (2009) we  find a relationship 
between uncertainty regarding the ability to meet administrative and 
academic requirements and dropout considerations. Conversely, 
we also find that considerations about dropping out may be fueled by 
students’ feelings of not being sufficiently challenged academically. 
The reason for experiencing academic shortcomings can thus 
be linked both internally to the students themselves and externally to 
the academic program. Furthermore, to the academic requirements, 
we add personal requirements as drivers of dropout considerations. 
We find personal requirements linked to dropout considerations in 
both the form of financial requirements and family care (which are 
linked to the student’s resources, costs, and values). For both academic 
and personal requirements, we find that the challenges are often about 
a lack of alignment between expectations and experiences, as 
described by Hovdhaugen (2009).

We suggest that the gaps between expectancies and 
experiences could be explained by how well students and the study 
programs’ norms and values go along (i.e., academic language as 
a norm, valuing that teaching must make sense in the moment, 
describing oneself as not being a quitter, etc.). This is what Eccles 
et al. (1997) describe as a person-environment fit. From previous 
studies of educational person-environment fits, we know that a 
lack of fit can affect students’ well-being, motivation, interest, 
behavior, academic performance, and future job opportunities 
(Eccles et  al., 1997; Tuominen-Soini et  al., 2012; Holmegaard 
et al., 2014; OECD, 2022). Thus, the outward or inward changes 
to improve person-environment fit, which we see some students 
in our study engage in, might be  a profitable strategy. It is 
interesting that we not only find that dropout considerations can 
be nurtured by negative experiences, as suggested Hovdhaugen 
and Aamodt (2009), but can also be  reduced by positive  
experiences.
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