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Editorial on the Research Topic

Stories of abandonment. A biographical-narrative approach to the
academic dropout in Andalusian Universities. Multicausal analysis and
proposals for prevention

The monograph “Dropout Stories” addresses the problem of university dropout in

Andalusia from multiple perspectives, including qualitative and quantitative research.

Much of the research included has its origin in the research project financed by the EU

ERDF funds that was coordinated from the University of Granada between 2018 and 2021

and from which products were obtained that are reported in the various contributions

such as literature reviews, results of application of surveys, collections of personal histories

of students, diagnosis of risk groups and analysis of prevention measures designed

by universities to alleviate the serious personal, social and economic consequences of

the phenomenon.

As many authors have done before in different contexts, the main goals of the research

are to understand in depth the causes that lead Andalusian university students to drop

out of their studies, considering the effect of the factors involved (Behr et al., 2020) such

as financial policy, the educational quality of the institutions and others related to the

students themselves (educational background or study ability), in order to be able to predict

and prevent this situation. The research also aimed to develop concrete proposals for

reorienting educational policies and training models to mitigate the predictors of academic

dropout (Richardson, 2005) and to strengthen persistence in studies (Nieuwoudt and

Pedler, 2023).

The aims of this Research Topic of articles include gathering up-to-date data on

the scale and evolution of academic failure in recent years, examining the measures

adopted so far by universities to tackle the problem, reconstructing the biographical
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trajectories of students who have dropped out in order to identify

similarities and differences in their experiences, and carrying out an

in-depth analysis of the personal, social, economic, and educational

triggers of student dropout with the essential aim of preventing it

in order to mitigate its consequences (Von Hippel and Hofflinger,

2021).

Researchers such as Reynolds and Cruise (2020) have pointed

out the importance of understanding socio-economic factors as

predictors of academic dropout. Others, such as Casanova et al.

(2021), have insisted on the need for screening tools to diagnose

at-risk groups. Other researchers encourage the exploitation of

data mining to correctly identify the phenomenon (Sani et al.,

2020), and even the use of emerging methodologies in Higher

Education processes, such as the LSS (Gupta et al., 2020), to

address it.

In addition, our study incorporates perspectives such as those of

Freire (2004), which focus on the transformative role of education.

The application of innovative pedagogical models is key for Alfonso

et al. (2012), author of numerous studies on university dropout

in Latin America. Valenzuela and Yáñez (2022), an expert in

educational inclusion policies, has worked on concrete proposals

for dropout prevention that will be useful for this study. This

study seeks to support public policy proposals, pedagogical and

institutional models for the early detection and reduction of this

problem, in line with Valenzuela and Yáñez (2022).

The Research Topic addresses the problem of university

dropout from multiple perspectives. Several articles analyze the

factors associated with dropout based on surveys and focus groups

with students who have dropped out. Others conduct systematic

reviews of the existing literature on the causes and proposals

to reduce this phenomenon. Some articles test psychometric

instruments to detect the risk of dropout or apply these tools to

specific universities in Andalusia. Biographical accounts of students

who have dropped out of university are also included. Other papers

review the state of dropout in the general context of Spain or

analyze particularities in teaching careers. One article specifically

addresses the use of neurodidactics in vulnerable groups. Finally,

one paper concludes the Research Topic by systematizing the

determinants of university dropout according to the literature.

The article “Incident factors in Andalusian university dropout:

a qualitative approach from the perspective of higher education

students” identifies the factors that influence dropout through a

focus groupwith twelve students who dropped out of theUniversity

of Malaga (Santos-Villalba et al.). It concludes on the importance of

aligning educational policies with the real needs of students.

The study “School dropouts in Spain: a systematic review”

reviews 28 studies on school dropouts in Spain since 2010,

analyzing the areas of knowledge addressed, the research

institutions and the proposals for prevention (Berral-Ortiz et al.).

It concludes that there is a need for further research on this

phenomenon in Spanish institutions. The article serves to connect

the phenomenon of dropout in Higher Education with the basic

and widespread problem of school dropout.

The study “Prediction analysis of academic dropout in student

of the Pablo de Olavide University” uses a survey of 70 students to

determine the factors linked to student permanence at the UPO,

establishing that 15.71% of those surveyed have a high risk of

dropping out (Cuevas López et al.).

The article “The impact of dropout at the University of Granada

and proposals for prevention” shows the application of a dropout

risk diagnosis instrument to 642 first-year students at theUniversity

of Granada, identifying a risk group of 20 students for which

preventive measures of a pedagogical and didactic nature are

proposed (González-González et al.).

The article entitled “Multicausal analysis of the dropout of

university students from teacher training studies in Andalusia”

analyses the reasons for dropout in a sample of 608 students from

initial teacher training programmes in six Andalusian universities

(Ibáñez-Cubillas et al.). The results reveal that the majority wish

to persist in their studies, although some express difficulties

for continuity.

The article on “Psychometric properties of a dropout prediction

tool for students in Andalusia” analyses the psychometric properties

of a scale applied to 970 students from 6 Andalusian universities,

forming a valid and reliable instrument for the prediction of

dropout (Hernández-Fernández et al.).

For its part, the article entitled “Dropout stories of Andalusian

university students” recovers 22 biographical accounts of students

who dropped out of Andalusian universities, analyzing them

to characterize paradigmatic cases of desertion according to

psychological, social, economic, pedagogical and institutional

dimensions (Gijón et al.).

The article “Causes of academic dropout in higher education in

Andalusia and proposals for its prevention at university: A systematic

review” identifies 25 studies on causes and proposals for reducing

university dropout, concluding that the main reasons are related

to poor academic performance, lack of social support, economic

problems and demotivation (de la Cruz-Campos et al.).

The contribution entitled “Neurodidactic teacher training

program for educational dropouts in vulnerable groups” proposes

the use of neurodidactics in vulnerable groups and analyses key

aspects to be incorporated into university teacher training in

order to implement effective programmes with this innovative

methodology (de Barros Camargo et al.). The contribution

emphasizes motivation and brain functioning in learning processes.

It analyses which aspects should be included in teacher training

in order to develop neurodidactic intervention programmes

aimed at reducing educational dropout. The results allow us to

determine the knowledge of university teachers about neuroscience

and neurodidactics.

The study on “Factors contributing to university dropout: a

review” systematizes five groups of determinants of university

dropout: student adjustment, personality, socio-economic status,

teacher-student relationship and quality of higher education

(Lorenzo-Quiles et al.).

Finally, the study entitled “Dropout in Andalusian universities:

prediction and prevention” tests an instrument for the early

detection of dropout risk applied to students at three Andalusian

universities (Fernández Cruz et al.). With a sample of 976 students,

a group of 34 at risk was identified. The extension of this screening

instrument to the whole university system can help universities to

apply personalized preventive measures.
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In summary, the compilation provides field research, testing of

predictive instruments, systematization of causes at a theoretical

level and concrete proposals for tackling this problem that

affects thousands of Andalusian students every year. The

multiplicity of approaches enriches the understanding of the

phenomenon and provides a solid basis for recommendations for

its prevention.
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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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Academic dropout among university students represents one of the 

problems faced by educational systems. This preliminary study presents an 

approach to the phenomenon of academic failure at the Pablo de Olavide 

University in Spain through the determination of the factors linked to 

students continuing with their studies, and the subsequent establishment 

of risk groups. The study consisted of applying an instrument to diagnose 

the risk of academic dropout among a sample of 70 students from the 

Pablo de Olavide University (from now on, UPO). The instrument was 

applied at the beginning of the second semester. Unlike the objective 

posed by the aforementioned authors (the search for factors linked to 

students continuing their university studies), the use that we  made of 

the survey was to predict non-persistence (dropout). The average overall 

score achieved for all of the items allows us to confirm that the student 

population surveyed seems to be more oriented to continuing with their 

studies than dropping out, although 15.71% of them show a high risk of 

dropping out, and most notably more than half of those taking a degree 

in Business Studies present this high level of risk.  In the case of the UPO 

students the direct associations between the independent variables 

regarding the dependent variable were present in all of the factors (attitude 

and behavior, commitment, socio-economic background, and motivation) 

with a value of p lower than 0.05. Comparing these data to those obtained 

with students from different universities in Andalusia, it was found that the 

risk groups of UPO students are less inclined to dropping out than those 

from other universities, and their level of commitment is lower, although 

their attitude and behavior are somewhat better. Finally, socio-economic 

background is a less significant factor for UPO students.
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Introduction

This predictive analysis of academic dropout among UPO 
students allows us to design prevention programs that should take 
into account all actions aimed at improving commitment, attitude, 
and behavior.

Academic dropout in higher 
education

In universities, where the nature of training is very specific, over 
the last few years a profound transformation process has taken place 
as the construction of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) 
has forced these institutions to accept a series of reforms aimed at 
renovating both the curricular structure of its studies and the 
methodological principles which guide and orient the teaching and 
learning processes.

The introduction of European credits (ECTS), the design of 
new study plans, the reorganization of degrees, and the 
professional nature of objectives have been among some of the 
main measures taken as a consequence of the aforementioned 
curricular reform. Moreover, the methodological renovation 
boosted in this context tends towards updating the traditional 
roles and functions of the institution, through original didactic 
methods and procedures which are more attractive for students, 
which arouse their interest and allow them to construct their own 
knowledge, grating them a more active, responsible and 
autonomous role in the teaching and learning process.

In the context of renovation, academic dropout must 
necessarily be  the subject of research, as a university that 
wishes to attain levels of excellence needs to incorporate, along 
with all the necessary curricular reforms, measures to increase 
the rates of academic success and to avoid dropout. Reducing 
levels of dropout requires a profound knowledge of this 
phenomenon, which necessarily implies investigating the 
causes of this problem at all levels (institutional, educational, 
social and economic).

The personal, economic and social effects of academic dropout 
have been denounced in numerous studies (Lizarte, 2017; Fernández 
Cruz et al., 2020), they represent such a serious problem that they 
have led to the publication of official reports by the authorities of 
different countries. In the case of Spain, the data from 2021 show that 
university dropout affects almost a quarter (21.2%) of students who 
start a degree (Subdirección General de Actividad Universitaria 
Investigadora de la Secretaría General de Universidades, 2022).

According to Bernardo et al. (2015), among the many studies 
developed about this Question, those which stand out are those 
aimed at establishing a predictive model for university dropout, 
since the enormous individual and institutional cost makes this 
extremely relevant. This is particularly true at times of economic 
crisis, as we cannot ignore the fact that behind the problem of 
academic dropout lies the economic cost for the government of 
providing a public university system.

University dropout acts as a selection process in higher 
education as well as functioning as a measurement of the academic 
performance of the student and, ultimately, as a demonstration of 
the effectiveness of the education system in general (Feixas et al., 
2015). In this regard, the low levels of graduation on some degrees 
and at some universities generates a problem that goes beyond 
universities themselves and worries educational authorities. It 
therefore has important social consequences, and is a barrier to 
the economic development of those countries whose growth 
depends to a great extent on the high level of qualification 
demanded by a labor market that is changing at high speed 
(Munizaga et al., 2018).

Nevertheless, there are some nuances related to this university 
dropout in terms of transferring it into figures. When we talk 
about dropout, we must distinguish between those students who 
do not register on any degree program for two consecutive years 
and have not graduated, and those who change degrees. In line 
with the previous point, and according to the data provided by the 
Ministry of Universities, at public universities (in the new entry 
cohort of 2015–2016) there was a total dropout of 20.8% (33.9% 
dropout from studying minus 13.1% who changed their degree 
within the Spanish University System).

These data improved significantly for the new entry cohort of 
2017–2018 with a total dropout of 13% (21.3% dropout from 
studying minus 8.3% who changed their degrees).

Although these figures seem rather high, Spain is not far from 
the average situation in other developed countries. Both the rate 
of graduation From University Studies and that of university 
academic performance are at the average level for these countries 
(Hernández-Armenteros and Pérez-García, 2019; Ministerio de 
Educación y Formación Profesional, 2020).

The main consequence of the growing academic interest in 
student dropout has been the enormous proliferation of research 
over the last decades, and as pointed out by González-Ramírez 
and Pedraza-Navarro (2017), this research either focuses on 
quantifying dropout, on constructing and validating models to 
explain it, or on identifying the factors associated with 
this phenomenon.

Factors involved in university dropout

Among the different explanatory models of university 
dropout, one of the most widely accepted is the one developed by 
Tinto (1975), which links persistence in Studies with interaction 
between the specific characteristics of students and universities.

The concepts of “retention” and “persistence” were then 
further explored by this same author (Tinto, 2012) to 
differentiate the rate of students that graduate at a higher 
education institution over a number of years, in comparison to 
the action which is the responsibility of the individual in order 
to complete their university studies, but analyzing this 
question from a holistic perspective, considering higher 
education as a whole and not with reference to a specific 
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institution. With regard to this last factor, what is of interest is 
to analyze what are the factors that on a systemic level 
influence persistence, because dropout tends to be lower at the 
university as a whole than if we  analyze the problem in a 
particular faculty (since it is common for students to drop out 
of a particular degree to start another one, or to temporarily 
leave their studies for family and/or professional reasons, but 
then finish these degrees once the personal circumstances 
are right).

In this regard, most of the studies which have analyzed 
university dropout tend to agree on a series of explanatory factors: 
individual ones, those related to the interaction of the student with 
the university, and those attributable to the institution itself. Other 
studies have pointed out the predictive capacity of the academic 
performance displayed in the first year of university studies 
(Casanova et al., 2018; Rodríguez-Muñiz et al., 2019; Pellagatti 
et al., 2021). Indeed, according to González-Campos et al. (2020), 
the main risk of dropout occurs at the beginning of a degree.

Triadó et  al. (2015) and Lizarte (2017) have analyzed the 
causes of persistence or dropout from university studies, classifying 
them into the categories of psycho-educational, educational, 
biographical, socio-economic, pedagogical, and vocational.

All of the studies agree on the multi-causal origin of these 
phenomena. No single, isolated cause appears to be the origin of 
dropout, but instead there are several causes that coincide in 
individuals who have to abandon their studies.

The attitude of persistence with studies and its relation to 
academic satisfaction has been studied by Urbina and Ovalle 
(2016), in relation to basic competences by Fernández-Cruz and 
Gijón (2012), and in relation to psychological resilience by 
Lightsey and Boyraz (2011).

In general, we can state that the variables which most influence 
dropout are those of an individual nature, related to the 
characteristics of students or their family background, followed by 
the variables related to the degree that they study. The variables 
related to the university in which they study have the least influence.

Persistence versus dropout at 
Pablo de Olavide University

Starting from the premise that it is essential to study academic 
failure in higher education as one of the basic questions to 
be addressed when planning more coherent educational policies, 
we present in which we have tried to dropout at Pablo de Olavide 
University (UPO in Spanish initials), the newest public university the 
nine that currently exist in the Autonomous Community of Andalusia 
in Spain, and which was founded in the province of Seville in 1997.

It is an institution which was designed as single campus by 
integrating into the same space all of its centers and services, and 
therefore its social, teaching, research, residential, and sporting 
functions all take place in the same geographical space.

It has approximately 11,000 students and 7 teaching centers on 
its campus, which is situated on the outskirts of the city of Seville: the 

faculties of Business Studies, Experimental Sciences, Sports Sciences, 
Social Sciences, Law, Humanities, and Higher Polytechnic School, as 
well as an affiliated center called San Isidoro, which is in the city itself.

This university offers a wide variety of degrees, double degrees, 
and postgraduate studies in fields such as Legal Sciences, Social 
Sciences, Humanities, Biotechnology, Environmental Sciences, 
Sports Sciences, and Computer Engineering, and in general terms 
it is worth highlighting the growing interest in bilingual education 
in the different areas of knowledge, which is reflected not only in 
the contents of some its double degrees but also in the fact that it 
offers the only official double degree in German-Spanish Law that 
exists in Spain, taught jointly with the University of Bayreuth.

In line with this previous point, we can also highlight the 
university’s strong commitment to internationalization, which 
thanks to its collaboration with higher education institutions in 
over 35 countries, allows students to carry out studies and 
specialized internships on an international level.

In terms of its attention to students, Pablo de Olavide 
University includes within the sphere of action of its Vice-
Rectorate for Students a space called the Area for Administrative 
Management and Assistance for Undergraduates.

This area includes three spheres of action related to academic 
and professional guidance, access and admission to the University, 
grants and final assistance for studies. The Guidance and Access 
Unit, aimed both at future students and at those who are already 
taking a degree at the institution, offers different services among 
which we can highlight:

The welcome program

This is held on the days before classes start each academic 
year, and is aimed at first-year students in order to provide them 
with relevant information before the classes start, as well as 
offering their first contact with their future classmates, 
participation in different activities to facilitate their integration at 
the University, attendance at informative sessions about the 
different degrees and the teacher who give classes on them, 
University services, visits to the different campus facilities.

The guide program

This consists of accompanying and/or offering tutorial support 
to students, either from a teacher who is also a tutor, or from a 
classmate offering peer tutorial support. This program is also used 
to boost the academic development of those students who have 
special needs and require educational support.

Encouragement of associations

This initiative aims to encourage the creation of Student 
Associations whilst also trying to contribute to the consolidation 
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of those that already exist, so as to boost and disseminate 
association activities among university students.

Materials and methods

Objectives

This study is part of the research project on academic dropout 
at Andalusian universities, funded by FEDER.

In the study, we  analyze the main factors related to 
academic persistence/dropout among students at the Pablo de 
Olavide University. A predictive perspective is adopted which 
allows us to identify risk groups and establish suitable 
recommendations to implement the corresponding measures 
to prevent dropout.

Process

Our study consisted of applying an instrument to diagnose the 
risk of dropout from university studies from a sample of first-year 
students at the Pablo de Olavide University. It was carried out at 
the beginning of the second semester so that students would have 
had 6 months of experience. The questionnaire was applied to 
complete groups of students whose teachers expressed interest in 
collaborating in our research. The distribution was based on 
convenience with a non-probabilíty sample.

Participants

We applied the instrument of diagnosis to 70 first-year 
students at the Pablo de Olavide University. There were 42 female 
students (60%) and 28 male students (40%). Regarding the 
faculties in which they studied, 6 of them were from Sports 
Sciences (8.57%), 32 from Business Studies (45.71%), 7 were from 
Experimental Sciences (10%), 20 from Law (28.57%) and the 
other 7 were from Humanities (7.14%).

Instrument

In order to identify those students who show some risk of 
dropout, we used the “Survey on Successful Student Retention” by 
Velázquez and González (2017), which the Authors applied to a 
group of nursing students From the Matamoros Multidisciplinary 
Academic Unit at the Autonomous University of Matamoros in 
Mexico. A slight modification was made in the wording of some 
items in the survey to adapt it better to the reality of Spanish 
students, and two of the 73 initial items were eliminated as 
we considered that they were not applicable to our context. In its 
final wording, the survey had 71 items on a 5-point Likert scale on 
which students could express to what extent they agreed or 

disagreed with the opinion offered, along with 6 questions aimed 
at the socio-demographical identification of the students.

We consider that survey on persistence at university can be of 
great use to identify risk groups Depending on the to which the 
factors related to persistence are present in a student, we consider 
that they belong to a risk group and that measures should be taken 
to improve the persistence-related factors and decrease the 
predictive factors of dropout.

The original survey established four factors and 12 categories 
that explain persistence in university studies: motivation, 
commitment, attitude and behavior, and socio-economic 
background, as below in Supplementary Table S1.

Contrary to objective proposed by these authors (the search 
for factors associated with the persistence of university students), 
we used the survey to predict non-persistence (dropout).

Results

Persistence of students at the Pablo de 
Olavide University

Unlike the results obtained by Velázquez and González (2017), 
whose study did not identify any significant correlation between 
motivation and persistence, in the case of UPO students there 
were direct associations between the independent variables in 
relation to the dependent variable for all of the factors (attitude 
and behavior, commitment, socio-economic background, and 
motivation) with a value of p lower than 0.05 (Supplementary  
Table S2).

These independent variables (factors) are interrelated to 
different degrees because, as we can see in Supplementary Table S3, 
the strongest association is between Attitude and Behavior and 
Socio-economic Background (significant to 0.01) and the weakest 
is between Motivation and Socio-economic Background 
(non-significant) (Supplementary Table S3).

Risk elements for dropout

Analyzing the results obtained from the sample, the average 
overall score achieved for all of the items is 3.58. That means that 
the student population sampled seems more inclined to 
persistence than dropout.

Nevertheless, 14 items did not reach the average score of 3.00, 
i.e., this indicates a certain level of dissatisfaction with their 
personal situation on the degree program. These elements are 
shown in Supplementary Table S4.

Risk group

In order to determine which students are more likely to drop 
out (what we call risk groups), we have decided to include those 
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students who did not reach an average score of 3.00 in the sum 
total of 71 items.

There were 11 students who did not reach this average score 
of 3.00, which represented 15.71% of the sample. The average 
overall score of this group for the set of all items was 2.36. Of these 
11 students, 5 were female and 6 were male; 2 were studying 
Experimental Sciences, 6 were taking Business Studies, 2 were 
studying Law and 1 was studying Sports Science.

The characteristics of this risk group are shown in 
Supplementary Table S5.

Supplementary Table S6 shows the items with the highest 
scores for students at risk, i.e., the items that indicate a tendency 
towards persistence since they score higher than 3.00. There 14 
from a total of 71 items.

Most of these items correspond to the motivation and 
commitment of students, and to a much lesser extent, to their 
socio-economic background.

While in the sum total of the sample there were only 14 items 
with an average score lower than 3.00 and 57 items that scored 
over 3.00, in the risk group exactly the opposite happened (14 
items with an average score higher than 3.00 and 57 with an 
average score lower than 3.00).

Supplementary Table S7 shows the items with the lowest 
scores for students at risk, which should guide the measures 
proposed to improve this situation. There were 18 that 
corresponded to the dimensions of commitment (9), attitude and 
behavior (4), persistence (3), socio-economic background (1) and 
motivation (1) (Supplementary Table S7).

Supplementary Table S8 shows the comparison between the 
general sample and risk group for those low-scoring dimensions.

This would suggest that the measures aimed at avoiding 
dropout for the general group should focus on improving the 
commitment and motivation of students, whereas for the risk 
group they should focus on commitment, and attitude 
and behavior.

Comparing these data with those obtained by Álvarez 
Ferrándiz et al. (2022), for a sample of 976 students from different 
Andalusian universities, it can be observed that risk group of UPO 
students are less inclined to drop out than those from other 
universities (25% of the items from the questionnaire compared 
to 39.44%), their level of commitment is lower (50% compared to 
28.57% of low-scoring items for the dimension of commitment), 
although their attitude and behavior was notably better (22.22% 
compared to 42.83% of low-scoring items for this dimension) and, 
finally, the socio-economic background of these students was a 
less significant factor (5.56% compared to 10.71%).

Moreover, unlike the study carried out by Fernández-Mellizo 
(2022) which concluded that students from a lower socio-
economic background have a higher probability of dropout than 
those from a higher socio-economic background, in the case of 
UPO students this variable had very little importance for the risk 
group (5.56%). These variables with the least significance are 
defined as micro-impacts in terms of their influence on academic 
performance (Tuero et al., 2018).

In general, the variables with the greatest influence on dropout 
are those of an individual nature, related to the characteristics of 
the students or their family background, followed by those 
variables related to the degree they study. The variables related to 
the university where they study have the least impact.

Measures to prevent dropout

Carrying out a predictive analysis of academic dropout among 
students at Pablo de Olavide University would not make any sense 
if measures were not also proposed to prevent this problem.

However, in addition to the analysis offered, attention must 
be paid as soon as possible to the initial performance of students, 
since poor performance in the first year is a warning sign of a 
possible dropout.

In the specific case of students in the risk group at Pablo de 
Olavide University, the prevention programs should primarily 
focus on measures to improve commitment as well as attitude 
and behavior.

In this regard, it is probably of interest to consider the need for 
career guidance, fundamentally before choosing a degree so that 
students relate the expectations and objectives with which they choose 
a specific degree with its academic reality and its career prospects.

Along with this measure, it would be advisable to provide 
training in study techniques and habits aimed at developing basic 
strategies to improve academic performance. In this sense, 
we  agree with Fernández-Mellizo (2022) who states that 
universities should develop special internal programs for those 
students most at risk of dropout. These programs should combine 
two elements: support programs to improve performance and, in 
the case of students with economic problems, reinforce economic 
assistance so that, among others, the cost of studying is not the 
reason why they drop out.

The need for these support programs is even more evident in 
the case we  have studied because the lowest scores for UPO 
students correspond to two items related to the activity of tutors 
(Supplementary Table S4).

We also agree with Bernardo et  al. (2015) that, in terms of 
boosting the roles of guidance and tutorials, it is essential to consider 
that the needs of students vary over time: before starting at university, 
they will need some basic guidance to decide their future careers, 
and this guidance will be different once they are at university. The 
demands made by those who have just started their studies will 
be different, as they will need more measures aimed at familiarizing 
them with their degree program to acquiring learning strategies and 
the habit of attending class. And the needs of those who are in the 
middle and/or near the end of their studies will also be  quite 
different, as they require guidance about their future careers and the 
employment prospects of the degree they have chosen.

These programs to prevent dropout should be  a constant 
presence throughout university studies, and could perhaps 
be offered by a specific department that would accompany students 
throughout their university education and not only at the 
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beginning. Attention to psychological, and social and affective 
problems, which can lead directly to the decision to drop out of 
university studies, may be  offered in alternative ways by this 
department through the organization of workshops on personal 
development, mindfulness, etc. Essentially, this department should 
accompany students to help them find solutions for the difficulties 
that they will face over the course of their university education.

Conclusion

The results obtained in this study allow us to determine which 
students have the greatest risk of dropout and, at the same time, 
they also facilitate the design of prevention programs.

In terms of the limitations of the study, we must acknowledge 
the reduced size of the sample of those who agreed to participate. For 
this reason, we  consider it necessary to establish future lines of 
research which can explore these questions in greater depth and with 
larger sample sizes. It would also be very positive to monitor the 
academic performance of these students throughout their degrees 
since other factors might appear which could increase dropout.
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University dropout is currently one of the main challenges faced by

government bodies and state and regional universities. Both personal and

institutional reasons can be identified as root causes of university dropout.

On a personal level, students accumulate experiences of academic failure

that lead them to reflect on the possibility of continuing their studies, while

from an institutional point of view, failure can be attributed to educational

deficits, reputation, and quality parameters of the university institution itself.

Even though more and more universities have educational policies aimed

at reducing dropout rates, the dropout figures continue to rise, which

shows that this is a complex problem due to the number of variables

involved. The main objective of this study is to analyze the factors that

influence university dropout among Andalusian students. The methodology

is qualitative through a focus group with the participation of 12 students

who dropped out of their academic studies in education science degrees

at the University of Malaga (Spain). The study population corresponds to

students who formalized their enrollment in the first year of the degree in the

2021/22 academic year. The content analysis followed a deductive category

development model. The results reveal that the factors that explain the

educational abandonment of the students, who are the object of this research,

are identification with studies that did not meet their initial expectations, the

use of traditionalist methodologies, the development of work activity, and the

economic difficulties in covering the costs derived from university education.

The main conclusion include the importance of designing educational policies

in line with the reality and needs of the students, the use of innovative

methodologies that increase the degree of motivation of the students, as

well as studying dropouts from a holistic perspective, considering the multiple

variables that influence its origin.

KEYWORDS

university dropout, higher education, university persistence, dropout prevention,
factors
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1. Introduction

Dropping out of university studies is currently one of
the main concerns that attract the attention of educational
institutions in different countries due to the negative
consequences it generates, not only because of the loss of
resources but also because of the limitations for social,
economic, and cultural development (González and
Uribe, 2018). The statistics on university dropout rates are
overwhelming and are the best representation of the magnitude
of this problem (Urbina and Ovalles, 2016).

Specifically, in Spain, the Labour Force Survey (LFS) reveals
that the rate of early school leavers stands at 16% (Instituto
Nacional de Estadística (INE), 2020). This percentage is far
from the target set by the European Union in the Europe 2020
Strategy, which stipulated reducing the dropout rate in Spain
to a maximum of 15% (European Commission, 2020). All this
generates economic losses of more than 1 billion euros per year
in Spain (Colá, 2015). As a result, reducing university dropout
remains one of the fundamental objectives of government
agendas and a challenge for education professionals in the 21st
century (Tuero-Herrero et al., 2020).

Therefore, in the scientific field, university dropout and
retention are of great concern to the educational community
and researchers. In the national context, various research works
were carried out to identify the factors involved in university
dropout using a quantitative methodology. The research carried
out by López-Cózar-Navarro et al. (2020) focused on analyzing
the personal and educational variables that lead to university
dropout. The conclusion of this study include the importance of
educational guidance in the compulsory stage and its continuity
in higher education. Along the same lines as the earlier research,
Cervero et al. (2021) identified that certain factors of academic,
social, and affective origin, such as, for example, low self-esteem
and motivation, are among some of the causes of university
dropout.

In the international context, several studies have also been
carried out in the field of research. One of them, carried out
in South Korea, aimed to study the factors affecting university
dropout through the analysis of interviews. The findings show
that family influence had a negative impact on students’
university satisfaction along with academic success, and these
two factors are considered to be highly significant in reducing
university dropout (Jae Kyung, 2022). The research carried out
by Velasco Poveda et al. (2020) concluded that economic and
family factors have a significant impact on university dropout.
In the same way, they highlighted other influential factors such
as motivation, academic success, and the emotional state of the
students. Research on university students in Germany finds that
the decision to drop out is centered on emotional, motivational,
behavioral, and cognitive-affective variables (Bäulke et al., 2022),
the interest and expectations of study (Behr et al., 2021), or with
different personal and environmental barriers or conditions

that prevent the successful pursuit of a career (Powazny and
Kauffeld, 2021).

These and other research studies (González González, 2006;
Bethencourt Benítez et al., 2008; Arce et al., 2015; Constante-
Amores et al., 2021) focus on identifying some of the factors that
may influence university dropout, although they do not delve
into the students’ own perceptions during their educational
career, which would allow a more detailed understanding
of the causes that led to this phenomenon. However, it is
worth mentioning Tinto (1975), a reference in the study of
the phenomenon of university dropout, whose interactionist
model highlights the importance of different variables in
explaining university dropout: the importance of the student’s
previous academic history, in terms of study skills and academic
performance; the socio-economic conditions of the family;
expectations with the studies chosen in higher education; the
sense of relevance with the peer group; and the involvement in
university academic life through participation in curricular and
extracurricular activities (Tinto, 1993; Tinto and Russo, 1994).

This would be the central focus of this study, together
with the need to develop preventive measures to guarantee
continuance at university, given that the research carried out has
focused more on analyzing the variables involved in university
dropout, but not so much on how to prevent university dropout
and encourage continuance.

2. University dropout in the
autonomous community of
Andalusia

The concept of university dropout is characterized by its
complexity (Stiller and Bachmaier, 2017), so, we can find several
factors that are associated with this phenomenon. University
dropout admits various definitions; on the one hand, as a process
in which students disengage, temporarily or permanently, from
the institution or the educational system after having enrolled in
the corresponding studies (Páramo and Correa, 1999). On the
other hand, as a difference between students who enter a degree
program for the first time and those who graduate having passed
all the corresponding subjects (Zandomeni et al., 2016).

In this study, we have considered university dropout as
the phenomenon that defines students who have canceled their
enrollment during the first year or who have not enrolled in the
same university the following year (Tuero-Herrero et al., 2020;
Portal Martínez et al., 2022). This interruption can be motivated
by various reasons: involuntary dropout, starting other studies,
entering the world of work, the desire to resume studies in the
future, poor academic performance, and/or low identification
with the chosen studies (Esteban et al., 2017; Casanova et al.,
2018b; Casanova et al., 2022). The situations identified are
diverse and the lack of terminological clarification can lead to
confusion; however, for university institutions, any situation
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that leads students to interrupt their studies should be valued
as a failure, as they have not managed to successfully complete
the educational objectives of the program taught, apart from the
loss of time, cost, and the psychological trauma of the individual
who drops out (Cabrera et al., 2006a; Faas et al., 2018; Sosu and
Pheunpha, 2019).

Therefore, it is necessary to identify and analyze the factors
that could be at the origin of this phenomenon. Currently,
personal, academic, sociological, sociological, economic, and
organizational factors are some of the most studied (Viale, 2014;
Constante-Amores et al., 2021). The first is closely related to
variables such as students’ gender or age. An example of this is
associated with a study conducted at the University of Seville,
where they concluded that women were significantly more likely
than men to drop out of university studies (González-Ramírez
and Pedraza-Navarro, 2017). Likewise, the age at the start of
studies also influences the probability of dropping out; in fact,
most students who drop out start their studies when they are
over 20 years old (Aranque et al., 2009).

Among the personal variables, we can also find the motives
and the order of degree choice (Tuero-Herrero et al., 2020). In
this line, vocational issues are closely related to motivation, as
well as to permanence in studies (Cabrera et al., 2006b). On
the other hand, academic variables are linked to satisfaction and
fulfillment of the expectations of the chosen degree, as well as
class attendance and involvement in educational development
(Esteban et al., 2017; Casanova et al., 2018a).

In relation to socio-economic factors, the importance of
support networks, closeness in the relationship with the teaching
staff, relations with the family, the enjoyment of grants, or
the level of studies of their parents can be highlighted as key
aspects that favor permanence at the university (Gilardi and
Guglielmetti, 2011; Esteban et al., 2016). In this sense, student
retention is better when the family environment has sufficient
economic resources to cover the costs of their children’s studies
(Casanova et al., 2018a). Finally, another research study has
shown that satisfaction with the activity and skills of teachers, as
well as the organization of university studies, plays an important
role in academic decision-making (Duque et al., 2013). All these
situations can lead to both dissatisfaction and demotivation of
students, which can lead to university dropout.

To carry out this study, various research and reports, both
national and regional, have been considered as a starting point.
In relation to national studies, it should be noted that university
dropout is one of the major problems of the Spanish university
system (Esteban et al., 2017). Hence, in Spain, statistics are
published every year on dropout rates in Spanish universities.
It is estimated that every year approximately 125,000 students
who enroll at a Spanish university end up dropping out of the
academic year (Pérez and Aldás, 2022), causing large economic
losses for the Spanish government (Portal Martínez et al., 2022).
The annual report "Facts and figures of the Spanish university
system" of the Spanish Ministry of Education corroborates these

data, placing Spain as one of the countries with the worst
university success rates, causing several negative consequences
(Ministerio de Educación Cultura y Deporte (MECD), 2015;
Pérez and Aldás, 2022). First, students who decide to drop out of
their studies face a loss of resources invested in their education,
such as time or money (Mestan, 2016). On the other hand, for
the university institution, dropping out has a negative impact on
its prestige, as well as large financial losses (González-Ramírez
and Pedraza-Navarro, 2017).

These aspects are not only reflected in statistics but also
constitute a topic of great interest in the scientific community.
Accordingly, several studies (Bethencourt Benítez et al., 2008;
Constante-Amores et al., 2021) that highlight the factors that
influence university dropout among Spanish students are of
different natures (demographic, socioeconomic, and academic).
Along the same lines, Castaño et al. (2008) analyzed the factors
associated with student dropout based on qualitative studies,
also associating psychological and institutional factors with
university dropout.

If we focus on the Andalusian context, this autonomous
community is the one most affected by this phenomenon.
According to the report "The Spanish University in Figures"
by the Conference of Rectors of Spanish, Andalusia is one of
the regions with the highest dropout rate, being only surpassed
by the Autonomous Community of the Canary Islands, the
Balearic Islands, and the Principality of Asturias (Conferencia
de Rectores de Universidades Españolas (CRUE), 2017). The
reports carried out in this context can serve as a guide to
determine the relevant factors of academic dropout, concluding
that different socioeconomic and family variables have a special
impact on university dropout among Andalusian students, such
as living outside the family home, depending on a scholarship,
or combining studies with work (Conferencia de Rectores de
Universidades Españolas (CRUE), 2017; González-Ramírez and
Pedraza-Navarro, 2017).

In view of this reality in Andalusia, this study aims to
analyze the factors that intervene both in university dropout and
staying at the university, based on the experiences of students
at the University of Malaga. The following specific objectives
are derived from this general objective: to identify how the
choice of a university degree and its course influences possible
university dropout; to investigate the personal, family, and/or
economic causes that led to university dropout; to find out
about the different post-dropout trajectories from a personal,
academic, and/or employment perspective of the students;
and to propose good pedagogical practices that contribute to
university permanence.

3. Materials and methods

The methodology of this research was qualitative, based
on the focus group technique, with the aim of analyzing the
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factors that influence university dropout in students belonging
to the Faculty of Education Sciences at the University of
Malaga (Spain). A focus group was carried out with a total
of 12 students, of which nine were female students and three
were male students. These were students who dropped out
of their academic studies in the area of Educational Sciences
and who formalized their enrollment in the first year of their
degree in the 2021/22 academic year. The participants were
from degree programs in Social Education, Early Childhood
Education, Primary Education, and Pedagogy. Table 1 shows the
distribution of students based on the degree program.

During the course of the focus group, the participants
were encouraged to express their opinions freely, with
the participation of a moderator who was responsible for
directing and redirecting the debate toward the issues
addressed in this study.

To gain access to the participants, we considered the
information collected on the virtual campuses of some of the
subjects of the aforementioned degrees, where we identified
cases of students whose enrollment had been discontinued.
A letter was drafted and sent via e-mail, considering their
possible interest in participating in this research. The letter
explained the main objectives of the research, the reason for
conducting the focus group, and the possibility of adapting to
the personal needs of the students who were to participate.
Throughout the whole process of data collection, different
ethical codes were established to ensure the confidentiality and
wellbeing of the people involved. The data collection took place
in the last term of the 2021/22 academic year, starting in July and
ending in September.

The focus group lasted approximately 1–1.5 h. The session
was conducted virtually, and prior authorization was requested
to proceed with the recording.

Considering the complexity associated with the
phenomenon of university dropout and the multiple factors
associated with it, it was considered appropriate to adapt this
study to Torrado’s (2012) telephone interview, which made it
possible to inquire about issues related to the current situation
of each student, the causes that led to their dropping out, as well

TABLE 1 Distribution of students participating in this study.

Number of
students

Gender University degree

1 Female Degree in Early Childhood Education

3 Female Degree in Social Education

2 Male Degree in Social Education

1 Male Degree in Pedagogy

3 Female Degree in Pedagogy

2 Female Degree in Primary Education

Own elaboration.

as their academic and employment trajectory after dropping
out.

The questions addressed in the focus group were the
following:

• What studies gave you access to a university degree?
• Which degree did you choose to start your university

education?
• What were the reasons that led you to choose that degree?
• Did you attend classes regularly?
• How did you approach the study of different subjects while

you were a university student?
• How did you deal with any questions or doubts that arose

during your studies?
• In general, how do you evaluate your university

experience?
• For what family, personal, and/or financial reasons did you

drop out of university?
• Since leaving university, have you considered continuing

your studies? Or have you chosen to work?
• What do you do now?
• What suggestions would you give to colleagues who want

to start university studies?
• What suggestions would you give to those in charge of

universities so that students do not become demotivated
and attend classes regularly?

In the process of analyzing the information, the following
phases were followed: recording, literal transcription of
the recordings, pre-reading of the transcriptions, definition
and coding of the deductive categories and subcategories,
design of the hermeneutic unit, inductive obtaining of the
fragments (quotes), elaboration of the semantic network of
the macrocategory, and the semantic network of categories
with empirical evidence. For all this, the qualitative analysis
application Atlas. ti. (2022) was used. Table 2 presents the
deductive categories and subcategories from the focus group
analysis of this study.

The category "previous academic status university studies"
focuses on the analysis of the student’s situation before
university entrance. This category includes three subcategories,
aimed at finding out which were the studies that allowed them
to access the university ("access studies"), the university degree
selected ("degree choice"), and the motivations that led to this
choice ("motivations in the choice").

The category "academic situation during university studies"
refers to the experiences of university students regarding their
level of adaptation to the educational process. Within this
category, subcategories are distinguished: "class attendance" in
terms of regular class attendance; "university experience," which
is related to the ways of planning, how to organize study, and
the procedures used in resolving doubts; "decision to drop out"
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TABLE 2 Deductive categories and subcategories.

Categories Subcategories

Previous academic status university
studies (PAS)

– Access studies (AS)

– Degree choice (DC)

– Motivations in the choice (MC)

Academic situation during university
studies (ASD)

– Class attendance (CA)

– University experience (UE)

– Decision to drop out (DDO)

Causes of dropout (CD) – Personal factors (PF)

– Family factors (FF)

– Economic factors (EF)

– Work factors (WF)

– Curricular and organizational
factors (COF)

– Identification with studies (IS)

Post-dropout trajectory (PDT) – Combination study-work (CSW)

– University re-entry (UR)

Suggestions for university permanence
(SUP)

– Peer suggestions (PS)

– University suggestions (US)

Own elaboration.

refers to the overall assessment of the university experience that
leads them to consider dropping out of university studies.

The category "causes of dropout" refers to the various
reasons that lead students to drop out of university studies. This
category includes six specific subcategories: "personal factors"
and "family factors," which refer, on the one hand, to the
students’ reasons for dropping out of university studies and,
on the other hand, to the students’ socio-family contexts as
determining factors for dropping out of university studies, such
as "work factors," such as students working in a professional
job, which prevents them from combining work and studies;
"economic factors," relating to the lack of resources to be
able to cover the costs of university education; "curricular
and organizational factors," which relate to the didactic and
teaching planning variables that are part of each subject
and that may trigger possible drop-out decisions, while the
subcategory "identification with studies" allows us to understand
the extent to which students identify with their studies and their
professional projection.

The category "post-dropout trajectory" analyzes the future
projections of students once they have initially left their studies.
This category includes the subcategory "combination study-
work," to find out to what extent the student has favorable
conditions to reconcile academic and working life, and the
subcategory "university re-entry," referring to decisions to
return to university classrooms.

The category "suggestions for university permanence"
includes the different recommendations offered both to other

students who are about to start higher education and to those
responsible for university studies, to examine possible measures
to help ensure that students stay on at the university.

4. Results

To present the results of this research, the most significant
contributions of the participants have been analyzed by
the categorization process and the objectives of this study.
The participants’ discourses were anonymized and coded
to ensure confidentiality. The codes used to identify the
participating students correspond to a Degree in Social
Education (DSE), a Degree in Early Childhood Education
(DECE), a Degree in Primary Education (DPE), and a Degree
in Pedagogy (DP). In each of the extracted fragments, in
addition to the degree, the gender of each of the participants
has been included.

From the content analysis carried out with the Atlas. ti.
(2022) application a semantic network has been obtained for
the macrocategory "university permanence," in which the rest
of the categories are related to the academic situation before and
during university studies, the main reasons that led to dropping
out, the post-dropout trajectory, and suggestions or guidelines
to ensure university continuance (Figure 1).

The macrocategory "university permanence" is
interconnected with the code curricular and organizational
factors, being a central element from which other key
subcategories converge, such as the decision to drop out
due to personal, economic, family factors, and the combination
of study–work. Another subcategory associated with "staying
at university" is the choice of degree, which is identified with
access to studies and motivation in the choice of these studies,
which in turn, together with suggestions from the university
and peers, influences the decision to drop out and university
re-entry. The subcategories, class attendance and university
experience, are directly related to work factors, curricular, and
organizational factors, as well as identification with studies.

In the category "previous academic status university
studies," three subcategories are presented that collect
information on access studies (AS), degree choice (DC),
and motivations in the choice (MC).

The participating students entered university either through
Baccalaureate or through Higher Level Training Cycles. Among
the reasons that led them to choose the degree, the students
of DSE highlighted that it is a very necessary profession, with
multiple areas and spaces for intervention, and that it can help in
social transformation. In addition, one aspect to highlight from
these students is that their choice of degree was conditioned
by their personal experiences, which meant that they wanted to
give an opportunity to people who find themselves in situations
similar to those they had experienced, as well as a way of
identifying and constructing their identity.
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FIGURE 1

Semantic network of the macrocategory "university permanence".

DSE student. Well, the truth is that I have always wanted to
be an educator, perhaps because of the life I have had, because
of who I have been and who I am. It wasn’t so much to get
a degree as to acquire the professional skills that would allow
me to undertake work in different workplaces to contribute to
change and improve things.

There are a variety of opinions about the students of the
Degree in Early Childhood Education and Primary Education.
On the one hand, the choice of this degree was random, to have
a university degree and have greater possibilities to access the
labor market, and on the other hand, due to vocational aspects,
derived from a close relative who was a teacher, and who instilled
in them an interest in teaching and preparing children at an early

age for their future life. Another relevant aspect was the desire
to become a teacher to have a compatible timetable and to be
able to reconcile work and family, as well as for holiday periods,
salary, and professional promotion.

DSE student. Actually, it was a bit of a "study for the sake of
studying." I wanted to have a degree, go through university,
and get a degree, thinking that all this would give me more
opportunities and facilities to access the labor market in more
stable and serious conditions than without having a degree.

In the case of the students of the Degree in Pedagogy,
they stated that in general, the choice of this degree was
conditioned by the access grade, which did not allow them to
access the Degree in Early Childhood Education, Degree in
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Primary Education, or even the Degree in Psychology, so they
had the idea of finishing the first year and then trying to re-enroll
in the desired degree course.

Another emerging issue related to the choice of this
degree was the possibility it offers to prepare for competitive
examinations in educational guidance, which in one way or
another, allows them to have direct contact with students of
different ages, to provide them with personalized educational
attention, and optimization of their learning. Also, noteworthy
in the arguments of these students is the continuous
demotivation during the first year of the degree, as they
dealt with very general aspects of the profession that hardly
allowed them to have direct contact with the practical reality
of pedagogical professionals, in addition to the bewilderment
about the specific functions of these professionals in educational
centers, and, therefore, about job opportunities.

DP student. It was the degree course I managed to get into
and the one that was closest to the one I really wanted to study,
which was the degree in Early Childhood Education. But I was
left out because I didn’t have enough marks. My initial idea
was to do the first year and then reapply for the one I really
wanted, to see if I had better luck.

From the category "academic situation during university
studies," three subcategories are extracted, "class attendance
(CA)," "university experience (UE)”, and "decision to drop
out" (DDO). The participating students from the different
degree programs stated that they used to attend classes
regularly at the beginning, but due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
it was very hard for them to stop having contact with
their classmates in person and the virtual classes were
very boring and monotonous. They had to be online for
long hours and the teaching methodologies were lecture-
based, so they had little option to intervene. Another
problem was internet access, as many of the participating
students were from rural areas with poor connectivity, so
they were unable to access the content and began to
lose interest in the subjects. In addition to all this, they
were overloaded with work and theoretical activities, which
made it impossible for them to apply the content to
real situations.

With regard to how they planned their studies, the
participants generally stated that during classes they took
notes, bought reference manuals for the subjects, and even
expanded the information with documents available on the
virtual campuses. When they had some doubts, in the
beginning, they wrote an e-mail to the teacher, but as
their doubts were not fully clarified, they relied on other
classmates through social networks. Other students (Degree
in Primary Education), referred to the fact that they wrote
messages by e-mail to the teacher, but did not receive
a reply and took advantage of the last minutes of the

class to ask questions. However, as time went on, in some
subjects, they recognized that they were losing motivation,
and they no longer followed up on the subject or asked
questions, but instead requested the notes of the subject from
other classmates with the intention of studying before the
exam and having the possibility of passing. In this aspect,
the students from different degree programs agreed that,
together with other factors, motivation is an element that
plays an essential role in the rethinking of abandoning a
university degree.

DP student. At the beginning, I started with enthusiasm and
attended classes regularly, but as time went by, I became
disillusioned with the degree and turned off, I started to attend
classes less, the subjects were very theoretical, and I didn’t see
the application to the practical field.

DP student. I took notes, I downloaded all the documents and
presentations from the Virtual Campus, and I even bought a
book or two recommended by some professors.

The category "causes of dropout" is made up of the
subcategories "personal factors" (PF), "family factors" (FF),
"work factors" (WF), "economic factors" (EF), "curricular and
organizational factors" (COF), and "identification with studies"
(IS). Figure 2 presents an exemplification of a semantic network
with empirical evidence of the deductive category "causes of
dropout" that has been obtained from the inductive analysis of
the documents. The arguments offered by the participants in
this research suggest that the main reasons that led them to
abandon their university studies include personal, economic,
and university-related variables. In relation to the personal
variables, the students of the Degree in Education alluded to
the fact that they did not identify with their chosen degree
and that it did not meet their initial expectations, all of
which led to an identity crisis that led them to reconsider
whether to continue studying or to opt for work. Some of
the students (Degree in Social Education) stated that during
the first year, they suffered a personal and identity crisis
as they had conflicts with their parents or partners, which
led them to repeatedly miss classes, reconsider other more
attractive options, and even to drop out of their studies.
Among these options, they highlighted looking for a job or
taking competitive examinations to have a certain degree of
professional stability in the short term rather than pursuing a
university degree.

DSE student. I guess seeing myself working made me realize
that the priority for my family at that time was to have several
salaries, and I was a bit "forced" to work full time instead of
continuing to attend school.
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FIGURE 2

Semantic network with empirical evidence for the category "causes of drop-out".

With regard to the economic variables, many students
(Degree in Primary Education, Degree in Early Childhood
Education, and Degree in Social Education) stressed the need
to carry out a professional activity to contribute to the
improvement of the family economy, as in many cases the
students lived with their parents and siblings, which required
them to contribute some extra income to maintain the expenses
derived from university education. A student with a Primary
Education Degree said that they not only had to pay the
registration fees but also other expenses related to transport,
curricular material, etc., as they did not have a scholarship
for their studies.

DECE student. The reasons were personal and economic.
Personal because I did not feel satisfied or identified with
my studies. Economic because at home the income dropped,
and it was necessary to think about working and even finding
something stable that would help the economy at home to
improve.

DPE student. The reasons were personal, first. At home, my
family never pressured me to work. In fact, they insisted that I
should finish my degree quietly and told me that there was
always time to work. But suddenly I found myself earning
money, surrounded by children (which I liked) because I got a

job as a school monitor, and I began to think that in the future
I could get something better in the education sector. I tried to
combine it all, but I couldn’t. The pressure got the better of
me. The pressure got the better of me and I decided to keep
working.

For their part, with regard to the university course itself,
the students agreed that there was a lack of motivation in
specific subjects due to the excessively lecture-based teaching
methodologies, which obliged them to be attentive in class to
take notes, but did not give room for participation in the debate
of ideas or discussions, as well as the inflexible attitudes of
certain lecturers in offering alternatives that would allow them
to combine study and work without having to give up their
university education.

DES student. I lost motivation over time. The classes were
boring and the lack of flexibility of the teachers helped me to
quit.

The category "post-dropout trajectory" includes two
specific subcategories: "combination study-work" (CSW) and
"university re-entry" (UR).

The students of the Pedagogy and Social Education Degree
stated that they were aware that having a university degree could
help them to get a job with greater professional projection and
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stability. They also stated that they had classmates who, through
instant messaging groups, told them that it was very difficult
to work as a pedagogue in an educational center or as a social
educator because there were many unemployed professionals
and because of labor intrusion. They also commented that it
was not only for this reason but also because some of these
students had completed a higher degree in Social Integration,
which allowed them to work in educational centers as monitors
and perform the functions of a social educator in this case.

DP student. My cousin has studied the intermediate degree
in Social Integration and is already working in a school, she
has delighted her, but her professional figure is more welfare,
but also performs functions of social educator, working more
hours and earning less, so.

The students in the Degree in Primary Education and
Degree in Early Childhood Education emphasized that
distance learning universities are a good opportunity
to reconcile study with work. They also expressed the
idea of returning to university studies later, but in a
gradual manner, considering the possibility of enrolling
in individual subjects based on prior contact with the
teaching staff in charge to find out about possible ways of
reconciling work and study.

GSE alumnus. As of today, I am still working, but my
intention is to resume my studies next year. I have thought
about enrolling in some individual subjects, and I will first
review the guides and try to find out about the requirements,
to start taking the subjects that will allow me to continue
working.

DP student. I am considering continuing to work because I
know how difficult it is nowadays to get a job, but I also think
that I can have more possibilities if I have a degree. Therefore,
the option I am considering in the medium term is to enroll in
a distance-learning university in Degree in Social Education,
to get a degree, which, added to my work experience, could
give me more options and career opportunities.

The category "suggestions for university permanence"
includes two subcategories: "Peer suggestions" (PS) and
"University suggestions " (US).

With respect to the subcategory "Peer suggestions," the
students of the Degree in Primary Education and the Degree
in Pedagogy comment on the importance of planning and
organizing study time each day, knowing in advance what
possibilities the university offers to reconcile study and work,
in the sense of being able to request to attend class part-time,
for example, and if this is not feasible, consider studying at a
distance-learning university.

DPE student. That they organize their study time well so that
there is also time to enjoy time with family and friends. And
if this is not possible, they should study at a non-attending
university.

On the other hand, the students of the Degree in Social
Education emphasize analyzing from the outset what the
professional opportunities are and what they really want to do
in the future to avoid wasting unnecessary time and effort. They
also suggest that, if they have chosen the degree they wanted,
they should make the most of the classes and the teaching staff
and also share experiences with other classmates.

DSE student. I would tell them to be fully involved in the
subjects, that if they have entered the desired degree, they
should give the best of themselves, and if they work, they
should try to combine everything in the best way but evaluate
what they really want to dedicate themselves to in the future.

GES student. That they take advantage of the joy of sharing
moments with their peers.

Regarding the subcategory "university suggestions,"
the students in general stated that teachers should give
more prominence to students, leaving aside traditionalist
methodologies, favoring debate, participation, and group work.
The participants in this study insisted on the importance
of teachers teaching how to think, making classes more
dynamic and rethinking the form of evaluation, and prioritizing
comprehension over memorization. In this regard, they
commented that it was necessary to revise the curricula to adapt
them to the new demands and social needs.

DSE student. I think it is fundamental that students are active
protagonists in the classes, that they can express themselves,
that the subjects are designed as "dialogues," and that there
is flexibility in the attitudes of teachers toward students who
work but also want to study. The key, I think, is empathy,
understanding, and flexibility.

DP student. I think it is very important that teachers teach
to think, that they make the classes dynamic, that they do not
encourage memorization, but above all understanding, and
that, instead of giving final exams, there should be eliminatory
evaluation tests that allow us to study gradually and have a
better chance of passing the subjects.

Another aspect to highlight is the functionality of the
contents given in the subjects so that they have practical
applicability and a real professional projection. For example,
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by inviting working professionals who can share their own
experiences and thus provide a real vision of each workspace.
They also state that it is essential to have student counseling
services that explain from the first year what the professional
opportunities associated with each degree are.

DPE student. That useful content for the performance of the
profession is transmitted, and the main needs of the students
are addressed, assessing each case, and trying to offer flexible
solutions. I believe that the key is that the classes are dynamic,
and the teachers are approachable and accessible.

5. Discussion

This section presents the discussion of the results according
to each of the categories and subcategories, maintaining a
structure in accordance with the initial objectives.

5.1. Previous academic status university
studies

Most of the participants in this study argue that the reasons
that first motivated them to choose a university degree were
related to vocational aspects. This data is consistent with
the conclusive results of other research (Tinto, 1993; Esteban
et al., 2016; Bernardo et al., 2019; Castro-López et al., 2021;
Cervero et al., 2021), which emphasize the importance of having
adequate counseling during schooling to reach the choice of
higher studies that match personal interests and motivations.

The need to obtain a degree with which to have greater
possibilities to access the labor market appears as another of
the essential motivations provided by the participants in this
research. These findings also appear in other studies (De la
Fuente et al., 2017; Sánchez-Gelabert et al., 2020), in which
it is emphasized that obtaining a degree constitutes a way to
overcome the labor precariousness of employment that young
people who lack a university degree must face.

Some of the participants who have taken part in this
study have clarified that the grade obtained in the Spanish
Baccalaureate has conditioned their access to the chosen degree
since they have begun to take some studies seeking to validate
later some subjects to try again to access the degree that really
was the desired one. Along the same lines, we find other studies
(Rodríguez et al., 2016; Venuleo et al., 2016; Rump et al.,
2017) which show that some students begin undesired university
studies to keep themselves busy and opt to change their degree
the following year.

On the other hand, regarding the motivations for choosing
a university degree, it is worth noting the influence exerted

by the families, who insisted that their sons and daughters
opt for degrees already taken by some of their members. This
is the case, for example, of the Degree in Early Childhood
Education and the Degree in Primary Education. This issue
has been seen in other studies (Clark and Dumas, 2016;
Weis et al., 2016; Mostart and Pienaar, 2020; Tuero-Herrero
et al., 2020), in which the value of family professions as a
reference with which to acquire various professional skills is
emphasized.

5.2. The academic situation during
university studies

Most of the participants recognize that, although at the
beginning they attended classes regularly, during their studies,
they encountered certain difficulties in continuing with the
same degree of involvement for various reasons: development
of work activity, personal problems, and lack of motivation.
Along the same lines, other studies (Acevedo, 2020; Casanova
et al., 2022) warn that among some of the reasons for
university dropout is the difficulty in reconciling study and
work, in addition to a decrease in motivation and problems
of identification with the studies, which leads to sporadic
attendance in classes.

Another issue to highlight with respect to the ways of
approaching the study on the part of the participants of this
research is related to the planning and organization of the
study. The students verbalized that they took notes on the
subjects, expanding the information both with the contributions
of their classmates and from the documents provided by the
teachers in the virtual campuses of the subjects. This issue
is also part of the data provided by other studies (Duque
et al., 2013; Esteban et al., 2017), which emphasize the value
of adequate planning and access to materials of interest as key
aspects in the organization of the study of the various university
disciplines.

Regarding the procedures used for the resolution of doubts,
most of the students in this research admitted that to solve the
various questions of the subjects they used e-mail as a means.
Since they had little time due to their personal, work, or family
situations, they could not do it in person. Likewise, they also
relied on other classmates to ask about subject content through
instant messaging groups. In this regard, they emphasized the
importance of maintaining direct contact with teachers and
being able to better understand the issues raised. Some studies
(Garza-Moya et al., 2018; Lei et al., 2018) affirm the importance
of direct contact with teachers and with peer groups to have the
necessary support with which they can overcome the difficulties
that may be generated throughout academic training.

The students who were part of the focus group of this
study valued their university experience in a positive and
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rewarding way at the beginning, although some of them said
that they sometimes felt somewhat overwhelmed by the number
of academic tasks to perform and the difficulties to combine all
this with the performance of a professional activity or family
reconciliation. In the same way, some students have recognized
that those classes that were designed as a form of dialogues and
shared meetings were essential to escape from certain personal
problems and to continue with sufficient motivation to continue
their university studies. These data are also collected in other
studies (Nowell, 2017; Alcalá del Olmo et al., 2020), in which
the use of active methodologies by teachers, their flexibility,
and the creation of spaces that encourage students to play an
active role are seen as factors in the prevention of university
dropout.

5.3. Causes of dropout

Most of the students argue that the reasons that led them to
drop out of college were personal, family, and economic.

Among the personal reasons was the search for personal
identity in the face of studies that did not correspond
to initial expectations. In addition, different problems
associated with an identity crisis, conflicts between parents
and children, or dating relationships led them to begin
to reconsider dropping out of university for various
reasons: to have more time to resolve these situations
or also to look for a job that could guarantee them
financial independence.

Among the economic and family reasons was the
development of a full-time professional activity that
prevented the reconciliation of study and work, together
with the need to contribute to the improvement of the
family economy in the face of job losses and precarious
employment situations on the part of the parents. These
results are consistent with other studies (Tinto, 1993; Mestan,
2016; Ghignoni, 2017; Lizarte, 2017; Tuero-Herrero et al.,
2020; Constante-Amores et al., 2021), in which the need
to develop a professional activity to contribute to the
improvement of family income and dissatisfaction with
the chosen degree in terms of the contents addressed and
the methodology constitute factors located at the origin of
university dropout.

Regarding curricular and organizational factors, it should
be noted that the participants commented that, in most of the
subjects, the teachers resorted to traditionalist methodologies,
based on the transmission of theoretical content, without
encouraging the active participation of the students. In addition,
they highlighted the lack of practical applications of these
contents in the professional contexts of intervention. In this
regard, a study undertaken by Alcalá del Olmo et al. (2020)
emphasizes that today, to increase student motivation, it is
necessary to rethink certain methodologies that allow students

to become actively involved in social transformation projects
based on service-learning experiences.

5.4. Post-dropout academic trajectory

Most of the students who took part in this research recognize
that they have chosen to continue working after dropping out of
university. However, most of them wish to resume their studies
to overcome job instability and opt for better-paid jobs. In this
regard, they admit to considering the possibility of enrolling in
a distance-learning university to be able to reconcile study and
work. These findings also form part of other studies (Sánchez-
Gelabert, 2020; Sánchez-Gelabert et al., 2020), in which the
advantages of studying in the distance mode in terms of mobility
and flexibility, access to information, self-management, and
optimization of technological resources are noted.

5.5. Suggestions for university
permanence

The students have provided suggestions for young people
who wish to begin their university studies, as well as for those
in charge of higher education institutions.

In the first case, they emphasized the importance of making
a good choice of studies, in terms of personal identification and
professional opportunities, as well as planning and organizing
study materials and time well. In this regard, they highlight
the importance of being properly informed of the deadlines
existing in the universities for requesting recognition of part-
time students in the event of possible work activity.

In the case of the suggestions offered to university managers,
the students emphasize the value of active and innovative
methodologies, the flexibility and proximity of the teaching
staff, as well as the design of learning spaces in which it is
possible to meet the expectations and needs of the students.
They also emphasize the value of functional learning, related
to the social and professional reality, so it is important to
open university classrooms to the community and meet its
main needs from the particularities that define each degree.
These results are also glimpsed in other studies (Cervero
et al., 2017, 2021; Casanova et al., 2018b; Bernardo et al.,
2019), in which the promotion of meaningful learning, the
possibility of connecting theory with professional practice,
and the updating of content addressed from the different
disciplines constitute signs of excellence and university
quality.

6. Conclusion

This study provides interesting data on the factors that
influence the origin of university dropouts from the experiences
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of students in the Faculty of Education Sciences at the
University of Malaga (Spain). It also provides a series
of recommendations aimed at preventing and guaranteeing
continuity at the university.

Students who access their first-choice degree program
are less likely to drop out of university studies because
both the overall assessment of their experience and their
identification with the studies themselves is positive (greater
interest). However, various economic, personal, work, and
family factors that did not exist at the beginning may converge
and may condition the permanence of the student in that
degree program. On the other hand, students who enter
the degree program without having a clear professional and
employment purpose are more likely to become demotivated
and lose interest in the subject, since they do not feel
identified with their studies or with their future employment,
which is defined as uncertain. In addition, certain teaching
methodologies, marked by lecturing and the inflexibility of
the teaching staff, in terms of responding to the needs
of the students, have a direct impact on the origin of
university desertion.

In coherence with the results obtained and the scope of
this study, it is recognized that there are certain limitations
that should be considered for future research. We have only
counted on the contributions of students belonging to the
Degree in Primary Education, Degree in Early Childhood
Education, Degree in Pedagogy, and Degree in Social Education.
It would be more enriching to have the participation of
students from other areas of knowledge and other autonomous
communities, considering the social projection of university
dropout and its relevance in today’s knowledge society. Likewise,
it would be appropriate to have the experiences of university
professors that allow them to reflect on their own professional
practice and from there, to be able to identify other ways of
pedagogical intervention. Considering that we have chosen to
use a qualitative methodology, based on the formation of a focus
group, it would be necessary to incorporate other instruments
for collecting information that would allow the triangulation of
the data obtained with a quantitative methodology.

Finally, a decalogue of different recommendations and
suggestions that may contribute to preventing desertion and
guaranteeing university permanence, which has emerged from
the analysis of the different assessments and arguments provided
by the students, is provided:

– Reinforce educational guidance at the compulsory
stage and provide continuity during the course of
university studies.

– Early detection of university dropouts through
student satisfaction surveys at different times during
the academic year.

– Reinforcement of the tutorial action of the teaching staff to
meet the demands of the students and respond to the main
difficulties that may be detected.

– Use of emerging and innovative methodologies that favor
the active participation of the students.

– Flexibility on the part of the university institutions for
those students who wish to combine their studies with
work and/or family.

– Close and direct contact of the teaching staff with the
group of students to create a climate conducive to dialogue,
critical thinking, group cohesion, and understanding
rather than memorization.

– Practical applications of the theoretical contents
addressed in the different subjects so that students
can participate in socio-educational action projects with
social transformation value.

– The first week of initiation in the university degree is
essential to support an accompaniment to the students,
to present the teaching guide, and available technological
tools, such as the use of the virtual campus.

– To give greater rigor to the practicum course, where
students can build meaningful learning by relating the
contents previously taught in the subjects with the practical
reality in which they interact.

– Greater visibility of counseling services for students
to make them aware of the professional possibilities
associated with each degree.

– Design educational policies that consider students
in situations of special vulnerability, to make the principle
of equal educational opportunities a reality.

– Encourage the formation of university research groups to
study in depth the factors involved in university dropout,
from those variables that affect the student body to
those related to organizational and curricular factors in
higher education institutions that contribute to ensuring
university retention.
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Persistence and dropout are two sides of the same coin. Together with personal and 
social factors, issues associated with the quality of teaching provided by universities 
determine students’ decision to persist in pursuing their academic degree or, on the 
contrary, to drop out of university studies. Our working hypothesis is that the impact 
on improving the quality of teaching by considering pedagogical factors which 
are currently being researched and experimented with, can improve the overall 
persistence rate by reducing the dropout rate. Our work consisted of applying an 
instrument designed to diagnose the risk of dropping out of university studies to a 
sample of first-year university students at the University of Granada. The instrument 
was applied at the beginning of the second semester. Of the 642 pupils surveyed, we 
established a risk group of 20 students.  In this preliminary study we intend to make a 
first approach to the phenomenon of academic failure in Andalusian universities from 
the prediction and diagnosis of risk groups and the recommendation of preventive 
measures. Among the measures we propose for prevention, we highlight those that 
have an impact on pedagogical factors. We propose measures targeting the factors 
that predict dropout and the implementation of preventive measures.
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1. Introduction

The adoption of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) has led to the acceptance of new 
challenges for the Spanish education system, which has been forced to turn its attention to ways of 
increasing educational quality and continuous improvement (Le et al., 2020; Cervero et al., 2021). 
Within the framework of the strategic actions adopted for the European Union as a whole, the 
objective is to increase the percentage of young people with university degrees, so that the completion 
of university studies is nowadays a priority, which requires actions that make it possible for students 
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not only to access university, but also to maintain their commitment 
throughout this academic stage and successfully complete it 
(Roberts, 2011).

This research investigates academic dropout during university 
education among first-year students at university level with the aim of 
gaining in-depth knowledge of the causes of the phenomenon and based 
on its delimitation, to facilitate the programming of lines of action that 
allow it to be tackled.

The agreed definition of university dropout is characterised by the 
following variables: the dropout of the student from the university degree 
in which he/she has enrolled without having passed the requirements for 
graduation and, correlatively, the absence of new enrolments in other 
degrees at the same educational level in the following 2 years (Godor, 
2017). For Fonseca-Grandón (2018), the first university year is the most 
important in the student’s academic trajectory because it is during this 
year that the links with the institution are created and the student’s 
commitment to their education is generated. It is during this year that the 
highest drop-out rate is quantified and, therefore, it should be seen as a 
critical period in which strategies aimed at retaining students should 
be drawn up, encouraging them to stay at the university.

Statistics that have so far quantified university dropout have 
described it as a problem of significant magnitude that, depending on 
the country in question, fluctuates between 10 and 50% of those enrolled 
in their first year of university. OECD countries put the average dropout 
rate during the first year of university at 24%, although it should 
be noted that in countries such as Brazil this rate exceeds 50% (Bonaldo 
and Pereira, 2016). In Spain, the latest available data establish the 
dropout rate at 33.9%, being higher in public universities, where it 
reaches 35% of enrolments (Cervero et al., 2021). For Roberts (2011) 
these rates show that the contemporary university system needs to move 
away from its traditional focus on finding strategies to attract new 
students and focus on finding ways to ensure that those students who 
are interested in its educational services do in fact complete their 
education. Indeed, for the author, it is no longer necessary for the 
university to aim to increase the enrolment rate, since access to higher 
education is guaranteed for almost anyone who wants it, the objective 
being that the academic guidance offered at the university should 
be adapted to the needs and characteristics of the students who enrol in 
order to ensure that the highest possible percentage of students 
successfully complete their studies.

Academic dropout is an object of research on which the academic 
literature has focused with special emphasis in recent years, given its 
correlation with various economic and welfare indicators in the general 
population. Indeed, dropping out of higher education is a phenomenon 
whose consequences can be tracked in multiple social and productivity 
aspects of the societies in which it occurs, making it a problem that is a 
priority to be resolved by both education systems and social systems 
alike (Le et al., 2020). In justifying the importance of action to curb the 
incidence of university failure and dropout, studies such as that of Portal 
Martínez et al. (2022) underline the magnitude of its effects both at the 
microeconomic level for those who suffer from it and at the 
macroeconomic and social level. In this respect, countries where the 
dropout rate is higher experience a direct effect on their well-being and 
quality of life indicators, as well as a lower capacity for innovation.

Previous studies have linked academic dropout to a very complex 
web of causes that interact with personal, academic, pedagogical, 
organisational and social dimensions (De Castro Lima Baesse et al., 
2016; Godor, 2017; Pierella et al., 2020). The diversity of factors that may 
influence the decision about whether or not to continue with university 

life makes it complex to design and establish strategies aimed at reducing 
the prevalence of this phenomenon. Moreover, there is no full consensus 
in the academic literature regarding possible approaches to university 
dropout, given the influence of contextual, individual and institutional 
variables on the dropout experience. For this reason, limiting the 
research to a specific environment has been envisaged as a way to be able 
to dimension the nature of the problem more precisely in a specific 
context and, from this environment, to be able to plan responses in 
accordance with the needs that have materialised.

1.1. The importance of dropout during the 
first year of university

Concern about student dropout has increased in recent years and 
the current understanding of this phenomenon allows better approaches 
to be designed to reduce it in the near future. According to De Castro 
Lima Baesse et al. (2016), concern about university dropout is at its peak 
today, especially as educational institutions compete with each other to 
attract more students, under new management models focused on 
maximising the quality of their actions to achieve the best results. The 
first year of university is a challenge for students because it requires 
them to make a choice that will have a great impact on the individual, 
considering aspects such as their vocation, expectations, abilities and 
opportunities when choosing the most suitable degree (Le et al., 2020). 
In this context, dropout from higher education is most prevalent during 
the first year of university, and this has been associated with a number 
of causes that require students to make an extra effort to adjust to the 
education they are undertaking.

These causes may be inherent to the university system, such as the 
organisation of academic processes or the didactic approach from which 
teaching-learning actions are designed, they may involve factors related 
to the students themselves, such as their intrinsic motivation towards 
education, their ability to adapt to the environment or their cognitive 
flexibility, or they may comprise mixed dimensions, a category which 
includes all those situations and experiences in whose configuration 
both the education system and the way in which the individual faces it 
participate (Le et al., 2020). Specifically, during the first year, students 
adapt to the new learning system and have to learn to manage their time 
and learn new work processes, under methodologies with which they 
may not be familiar (Cohen, 2017).

According to Cervero et  al. (2021), university dropout, being a 
multi-causal problem, cannot be solved with a single strategic measure, 
so that the strategies adopted to reverse it must be multiple, affecting the 
different dimensions that cause it. In line with these contributions, it has 
been suggested that in order to predict student dropout at university, 
research needs to be proposed based on various hypotheses that can 
explain the extent to which the various variables that shape the student’s 
experience at university play a role in their decision to leave their 
studies, drawing up risk profiles based on the likelihood of this decision 
materialising Portal Martínez et  al., 2022. In this respect, research 
suggests that the process of making the decision to drop out of university 
is complex and involves different stages, from the first moment the 
student feels the desire to drop out or considers the possibility of 
dropping out, until he or she finally acts and decides to take this step.

The difficulty in deepening understanding of this process lies in the 
fact that while it is materialising, the student continues to maintain a link 
with the university organisation and responds to the various stimuli that 
occur at both the affective and social levels. In addition, this relationship 
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of the student to the university is also shaped by their prior motivation 
to undertake university studies, their expectations of what to expect 
when they complete their education and their beliefs about their own 
competence to achieve this goal. Godor (2017) has highlighted the weight 
of factors related to the student’s integration in the institution on the 
decision to drop out, which places the role played by the group of which 
he or she is a part at the centre of the analysis and, complementarily, 
suggests that it is important the university takes an interest in creating 
social communities that are built as the core of learning actions. In this 
respect, the social nature of learning and the fact that it takes place in a 
scenario involving a set of actors (students, teachers, professionals), 
requires the creation of guided meeting points that help to increase the 
feeling of belonging and are capable of influencing students’ adherence 
to the educational practices and policies that are designed.

1.2. Pedagogical actions as a means of 
preventing university dropout

According to Portal Martínez et  al. (2022), pedagogical actions 
aimed at the prevention of university dropout are one of the strategic 
methods that can be implemented to increase students’ commitment to 
their chosen course. Among these actions are those that increase 
students’ involvement in the academic process through the creation of 
meeting points with teachers and peers, as well as reinforcement and 
guidance mechanisms that ensure greater student support.

These actions can be combined with innovative methods, such as the 
use of ICT or social media networks, to increase their level of effectiveness 
and better support the learner during their academic progress (Le et al., 
2020). In addition, the use of statistical analysis tools and monitoring 
strategies that can be incorporated when these actions are implemented 
using digital resources makes it easier to audit the performance achieved 
by each action, so that it is easier to determine which are effective and 
how to optimise those that do not achieve full learner engagement.

De Castro Lima Baesse et al. (2016) have suggested that the design 
of flexible mechanisms in the university system is essential to ensure that 
students can adapt their interests, characteristics, and learning styles and 
paces to the opportunities provided by the educational institution, so 
that the freedom granted to students is key to fostering their adherence 
to academic practices and, thus, to their academic success. In this 
context, Godor (2017) suggest that the monitoring offered to students 
to measure their ongoing progress and to supply them with feedback is 
very important because it becomes a factor of support and assistance, 
extrinsically motivating the student by making visible the link between 
their effort and their results. Particularly during the first year of 
university, when students are not yet familiar with how this level of 
education works, being able to understand how their actions influence 
their outcomes can encourage them to engage more deeply in their 
education and demonstrate more proactive attitudes, with the university 
providing these feedback mechanisms to students (Laato et al., 2019).

2. Methods

2.1. Objectives

The study presented here is part of the research project on academic 
failure and dropout in Andalusian universities, financed by FEDER funds.

In this study we propose making a first approach to the phenomenon 
of academic failure and dropout in the teaching degree and others in 
Andalusian universities from a predictive and diagnostic perspective of 
the groups at risk.

2.2. Process

The study consisted of applying an instrument to diagnose the risk 
of dropping out of university studies to a sample of first-year university 
students enrolled at the University of Granada in different degree 
courses. The tool was distributed at the beginning of the second semester 
so that students would have already had a preliminary six-month period 
of contact with the degree programme, which is essential for them to 
understand whether their expectations of the academic process are 
realistic, as well as to get to know the institution and integrate socially 
and academically. To recruit participants, the questionnaire was 
provided to entire groups of students whose teacher showed interest in 
collaborating with our research. The sampling technique, therefore, 
consisted of the distribution of the research instrument by convenience, 
akin to the non-probability sampling process.

2.3. Participants

The diagnostic instrument was applied to 642 first year students of the 
University of Granada studying different degrees in different faculties like 
Early Childhood Education, Primary Education, Social Education, 
Pedagogy, Nursing, Business Administration and Management,  
Physical Activity and Sports Sciences, Telecommunications, Industrial 
Engineering, Engineering of Canals and Ports and double degree in 
Primary Education and English Studies belonging to various faculties 
such as the Faculty of Education Sciences, Health Sciences, Sciences of 
Physical Activity and Sports, School of Telecommunications, Economics 
and Business Sciences, Faculty of Law, Faculty of Sciences and School of 
Engineering of Canals and Roads. The average age of the student body is 
19.66 years, of which 80.4% (516) are women and 19.6% (126) are men.

2.4. Instrument

The “Survey on Successful Student Retention” by Velázquez and 
González (2017), which the authors applied to a population of nursing 
students at the Unidad Académica Multidisciplinaria Matamoros of the 
Universidad Autónoma de Tamaulipas, was used to detect subjects at 
risk of university failure and dropout.

The instrument has been slightly edited to adapt the wording to the 
Spanish context, excluding two of the 73 items proposed by the authors 
as they were not considered to be  relevant in the context of this 
exploration. Therefore, the tool administered consisted of a survey 
composed of 71 items, which was complemented by 6 further questions 
through which we attempted to collect some socio-demographic data 
from the participants. The items that make up the tool present a 5-degree 
Likert-type scale on which the student positions themself according to 
their degree of agreement or disagreement with the statement presented.

The survey was provided to students via an online access link to a 
Google questionnaire, so no method was used to keep the attention of 
the subjects.
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The selection of an instrument of this type in order to determine 
potential factors that condition educational failure and, in the light of 
these, identify which groups could be at greater risk of suffering from 
it due to their particular characteristics, responds to the interest of the 
education system in anticipating this phenomenon and acting 
preventively, implementing actions that will have a positive impact on 
the persistence of students. Furthermore, such a tool helps to identify 
measures that may be  effective in reducing failure and dropout in 
higher education.

The instrument has already been applied and validated in previous 
research. Subjects who left any questionnaire field unanswered were 
eliminated from the data matrix prior to analysis. Regarding the 
reliability of the data from our sample of subjects, Cronbach’s alpha 
yields a value of 0.90 (very reliable data) for the total set of items and 
with the following values for the factors motivation (0.89), commitment 
(0.88), attitude and behaviour (0.93), and socioeconomic 
conditions (0.86).

The instrument developed by Velázquez and González (2017), 
distributes the items around four factors that, in turn, are broken down 
into 12 categories from which the individual’s commitment to their 
academic project can be interpreted in a positive sense and, from a 
negative perspective, the risk of failure can be identified. These factors, 
associated with their categories, are listed in Supplementary Table 1 and 
are as follows: motivation, commitment, attitude and behaviour, and 
socio-economic conditions.

Responses were obtained from 642 students enrolled in various 
degrees at the University of Granada. The average age of the participants 
was 19.66 years. 80.5% of the participants were male and 19.3% female, 
leaving 0.2% unidentified.

The items that achieved a mean score of less than 3.00 in the study 
are listed below. These cover eight areas, and they are mainly related to 
pedagogical factors, which highlights the lack of attention paid to these 
dimensions in the university system in which the students who took 
part in the research participate.

The variables in which students scored lowest in the study are 
related to the coordination of the teaching activity and the pedagogical 
strategies implemented in the educational institution, which are factors 
that, according to the findings of this research, could ostensibly 
be improved at the University of Granada. Specifically, students are 
dissatisfied with the organisation of classes and the tutorial action 
strategies developed, as well as with the assessment methods used in 
the institution, the approach to classes, the recognition of their teachers 
and the feedback they receive. Of the 642 students surveyed, 
we  established a risk group of 20 students, for whom it would 
be  necessary to design measures targeting the factors that predict 
dropout and implement preventive measures.

In contrast to the results obtained for the lowest scoring items, 
which corresponded to pedagogical dimensions, the highest scoring 
variables are related to psychological and contextual factors influencing 
the students. In the light of the results that have been established, it is 
evident that the prevention of early university dropout requires that 
pedagogical factors be  addressed by the education system, which 
currently show a significant deficit among the students who participated 
in the study. Thus, students enrolled in the first year of university at the 
institution where the research was carried out show a high intrinsic 
motivation towards the degree and towards the professional options to 
which it gives access, expressing high expectations for their future 
employment. The questionnaire also revealed a high level of integration 
of students in their respective faculties, participating in the social 
networks that are promoted in the university system, which are mainly 

made up of teachers, students and other staff working at the university. 
A factor strongly linked to academic engagement is represented by class 
attendance, which in the selected sample is very high and may 
contribute to academic success, as this dimension correlates with 
educational performance.

3. Discussion

University dropout is a problem that makes it difficult for students 
to achieve their career aspirations and attain an optimal standard of 
living, as it deprives them of those opportunities that depend on 
obtaining a higher education qualification (Anyanwu and Iwuamadi, 
2015; Mestan, 2016; Le et al., 2020; Respondek et al., 2020). In addition 
to having a strong psychological impact on the student, it is also 
associated with an investment that brings no return, both at the 
individual level and for the education system, which is why addressing 
this phenomenon is essential for today’s society (Perez et al., 2018; Solis 
et al., 2018). According to Canty et al. (2020), researchers studying the 
problem of university dropout face several challenges, including the 
difficulty of obtaining reliable data that help to understand what 
possible strategies can be efficient, the lack of attention paid by the 
university system to this issue, and the influence of socio-demographic 
factors and personal variables in the configuration of this phenomenon. 
The influence of these factors makes it difficult for universities to act in 
a preventive manner in the face of university failure and the consequent 
dropout of students, especially because the diagnosis of at-risk profiles 
requires a period of time spent at the university and, precisely, the 
decision to drop out takes place mainly during this first contact, 
concentrated in the first academic year.

This first access to university involves a stage that requires the 
individual to build his or her strategies for adapting to the social and 
organisational space as well as to the demands of the degree. This 
process can develop with different levels of success depending on the 
student’s characteristics and existing skills, and this may hinder 
university integration in those who experience more difficulties in 
socialising or who, due to their psychological characteristics, do not 
maintain the level of intrinsic motivation necessary to continue in the 
process, leading to a higher probability of failure (Gregori et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, according to Mestan (2016), there are a number of factors 
that the university does not have the capacity to intervene in, such as 
the financial capacity of students, the emergence of alternative 
employment opportunities, health problems or other changes in their 
lives that may be particularly impactful during the first year, as the lack 
of full adjustment to university life may make students more sensitive 
to these changes.

Ideas of giving up their course may be common among first-year 
university students, but they do not always materialise in dropping out 
because most individuals have a complex web of strengths that help 
them overcome difficulties (Frémont and Arnal, 2021; Mtshweni, 
2022). Factors supporting continuity include having financial resources, 
participating in active teaching methods that are associated with 
assessment processes in which effort is valued through understandable 
and fair procedures, and receiving support from their teachers and 
peers. Likewise, coming to class and staying connected to the learning 
process helps to maintain the link with the process and, in this way, 
encourages commitment so that the student’s effort lasts over time and 
helps them to pass the different subjects that make up the curriculum.

According to Gregori et al. (2018), distance learning universities 
and, in general, subjects with an online or blended programme have the 
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highest dropout rate, which can be as high as 64.5%. This high incidence 
of dropout is related to the student’s difficulties in adapting to these 
modalities, which is a result closely associated with the low attention 
that the university system pays to the needs that first-time students may 
present in their process of adaptation to university. In this respect, the 
freedom granted in these modalities is a handicap for those who are not 
able to acquire the organisation, time management and commitment 
strategies that predict success, factors that can be reversed with greater 
attention through tutoring and student support services, currently not 
very available at the university and underused by students (Cantos 
et al., 2021).

Pedagogical strategies can contribute to the reduction of the 
incidence of university dropout by providing the student with 
additional support during the learning process (Jani, 2022). Within 
these strategies, models adapted to the characteristics of the students 
and their preferences can be adopted, giving students the opportunity 
to participate so that the link they create with their peers encourages 
synergies between them and thus activates their own learning efficacy. 
The most frequently mentioned approaches in previous research, to 
name a few, are peer mentoring, the creation of working groups, the 
creation of participation channels such as virtual or face-to-face forums 
or the incorporation of active methodologies (Canty et  al., 2020; 
Frémont and Arnal, 2021; Portal Martínez et  al., 2022; Ugwulor-
Onyinyechi et al., 2022).

Cohen (2017) study provides evidence for the effectiveness of 
online activities for student self-assessment and monitoring when 
students are given feedback on how they can achieve the goals of the 
subject they are taking. According to this author, the information 
provided to learners is key for them to be able to fully engage in the 
tasks they are set, making them aware of how their effort will have a 
predictable reward that will help them achieve their goal.

In addition, Ugwulor-Onyinyechi et al. (2022) have identified that 
when pedagogical strategies are implemented using digital resources, 
they are more effective than face-to-face support, suggesting that there 
is a significant window of opportunity for the development of these 
strategies, for two main reasons: the lower cost to the university system 
of strategies based on digital media and the greater capacity of these to 
offer flexible and individualised responses for all students, focused on 
their particular needs.

Jani (2022) research has shown that, given the role of the peer 
group, the creation of groups that function collaboratively as learning 
communities plays an important role in student retention, encouraging 
the synergies that are created between students to support their 
persistence in the university system. According to this author, when 
relationships between students are encouraged, students support each 
other during the learning process, which increases the level of 
integration of students in the university, which is one of the most 
influential factors in the decision to continue, an argument that has also 
been defended by Cantos et al. (2021) and Gutierrez-Aguilar et al. 
(2021), who justify the building of groups, forums or communities as a 
way to reinforce perceived support.

Gupta et al. (2020) have recognised the role that educational quality 
management systems can play in redesigning the didactic and 
pedagogical approaches that are implemented in the university, as they 
help to conduct a continuous and targeted audit to understand the role 
that the strategies that the university implements have on student 
retention. To increase the explanatory power of surveys, focus groups 
and other tools used to enhance the monitoring of the learner 
experience, Gupta et al. (2020) suggest that it is imperative that there is 
a high level of awareness among educational institutions regarding 

student retention, as this will enable a more effective system to 
be  implemented to increase the quality of educational provision. 
Indeed, a culture of quality needs to be  implemented in higher 
education institutions to help managers and decision-makers 
understand the important role that student satisfaction during the first 
academic year plays in ensuring that students continue their studies 
and remain committed throughout their time at university.

4. Conclusion

Access to higher education is currently at an all-time high as a 
result of the maximisation of opportunities offered by the education 
system at all stages, but the number of students completing university 
shows a very high dropout rate, which requires the adoption of 
prevention strategies to reverse this complex phenomenon.

Pedagogical strategies can provide avenues of support to keep 
learners engaged in the learning process. It is essential to establish 
support routes through tutoring and the creation of virtual or face-to-
face meeting points to provide feedback to learners and support the 
acquisition of knowledge through participation. Today, the education 
system has a number of tools that it can implement to provide students 
with flexible support strategies to optimise the assistance perceived by 
students, which is seen as a dimension of great importance during the 
first academic year at university. Students’ needs for adaptation to the 
university environment must be satisfactorily met through didactic 
approaches and pedagogical strategies aimed at facilitating students’ 
understanding of how the degree course they are taking works, making 
them aware of the interconnection between the teaching-learning 
actions that are developed and the results they can obtain by proactively 
participating in them. In addition, students need individualised 
strategies and the viability of these is today increased through the use 
of technology, so that the student’s commitment to the education they 
are receiving can be achieved through the use of various mechanisms 
that reinforce the perception of the support received from the 
education system.

The adaptation of pedagogical strategies to the characteristics of the 
student body can increase the capacity of the education system to retain 
students in higher education, increasing the competitiveness of society 
as a whole by improving the available human capital. In addition, by 
inducing student engagement at a higher level through the use of 
pedagogical strategies, the university system will be able to contribute 
to the generation of greater well-being among the wider population, 
given the relationship between educational attainment and the level of 
income, health and quality of life enjoyed by citizens. Therefore, 
updating the pedagogical strategies used in universities is not a trivial 
matter: the capacity of the social system to generate positive outputs in 
the medium and long term lies in them.
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To give an answer and a solution to the inconveniences that dropout brings to 
universities and to society, we have studied the different approaches that exists in 
the actual scientific literature about the reasons of this phenomenon. The aim of this 
investigation is analyzing the college dropout, focalizing in students of education 
degrees of Andalusian universities. For doing that, we applied a standardized 
instrument that pretend to determine which are the factors associated to the 
permanence of the college students. The instrument was applied to 608 students 
of the first year of six Andalusian universities. Of these, 274 were studying Infant 
education degree and 334 Primary education degree. The study shows that a large 
sample of the subjects interviewed responded with higher scores 3.83, stating the 
need to remain in their undergraduate studies, with few references to dropping out 
of the university. Some of the items that have obtained the highest ratings express 
their desire to graduate with honors, become a good professional and practice their 
profession within their field of work, among others.

KEYWORDS

higher education, predictors, dropout, teaching staff, Andalusian universities

1. Introduction

This article comes from the research with reference B-SEJ-516-UGR18 approved in the call for 
projects I + D + i FEDER Andalucía 2014–20. University dropout has serious consequences at the 
social and institutional level, but also for the student who quits the university, therefore, the high 
number of students who drop out remains one of the main problems of university institutions, as 
well as a concern worldwide. This phenomenon is of great interest because of the need to address its 
consequences and, although it has been extensively studied, there is a need to broaden the 
understanding of the context in which it occurs. In this regard, it should be noted that dropout does 
not behave in the same way in every country, institution, or generation, as the social, cultural, 
economic, political, or religious factors that shape the reality differ in each context. However, to 
analyze the phenomenon in a particular context, it is important to take the scientific literature as a 
reference point, in which the types of drop-out, their causes and consequences, as well as the 
variables, factors or patterns that indicate the student’s decision making, are set out.

University dropout is a diverse and nuanced concept (Behr et al., 2020) but commonly understood 
in this study as “situations where a student leaves the university study in which (s)he has enrolled 
before having obtained a formal degree” (Larsen et al., 2013). In this sense, temporary interruption 
of academic activity or change of degree is excluded. In this sense, it must be understood that the 
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student enters university with the intention of completing the degree and 
obtaining a graduate degree, however, different reasons or cases may 
cause them to drop out. Thus, the factors and determinants involved in 
dropping out of university studies have led to different theoretical models 
and multiple classifications. The most prominent and currently widely 
accepted model is Tinto’s (1978, 1998) explanatory model of university 
dropout, as it stresses the need to take a holistic approach to studying and 
intervening in university dropout. According to this model, students, 
upon entering university, interact with the academic and social system, 
whose level of integration modifies students’ initial institutional 
commitment, goals and intentions, which in turn determines the 
decision to stay or drop out of university. Therefore, and according to 
Fernández-Mellizo's classification (2022, p. 9), the factors that explain 
university dropout are divided into: (a) individual factors, which include 
demographic (gender, age), socioeconomic (social, economic, cultural 
situation) and academic factors (previous educational experience and 
academic expectations); (b) factors of student interaction with the 
university that result in academic integration, mainly referring to 
academic performance, and social integration, which refers to the degree 
of participation and institutional commitment of the student. And finally, 
(c) institutional factors, referring to the elements that make up the 
institution itself, such as infrastructures, resources, quality of 
teaching, etc.

As a result, dropout seems to be the result of a set of interacting 
variables, since during a long decision-making process, several problems 
or variables accumulate and drive the student to leave university without 
a degree. Thus, determining the causes that lead students to drop out is 
not always easy, nor is their willingness to do so, which is why numerous 
studies have been conducted to determine the most important causes 
and variables, as well as their degree of interaction and influence on the 
final decision (Lizarte, 2017; Vergara et  al., 2017; Sosu and 
Pheunpha, 2019).

First-year students are the most vulnerable and at the highest risk of 
university dropout, as they have the highest dropout rates (Tinto, 2010; 
Blair, 2017; Hernández Rosell and Pérez Pérez, 2019; Casanova et al., 
2021). During university entrance, some students encounter great 
difficulties in the process of transition and adaptation to the university 
context, as they must face academic, social and emotional demands. 
Thus, during the first year, it is a challenge for students to understand 
the academic learning process, as they must learn to manage time, 
develop academic and information literacy skills, learn how to learn or 
learn to interact appropriately with academic staff (Blair, 2017). This, 
coupled with the pressure on students to interact with peers to choose 
the friends with whom they will share academic tasks and spend much 
of their time at university, as well as having unsatisfactory social and 
academic experiences during the first year, leads to students’ diminished 
ability to perform and adapt to the university context, which increases 
the likelihood of dropping out (Hernández Rosell and Pérez Pérez, 2019; 
Casanova et al., 2021). Therefore, the higher the academic performance 
and social integration, the less likely the student is to drop out (Tinto, 
1978, 1998).

Thus, the absence of support during the transition to higher 
education, lack of or restricted access to university infrastructure, 
resources or services, students’ difficulties in managing challenges during 
the first year, academic burnout, being a victim of bullying or 
cyberbullying, or negative emotional, cognitive and behavioral 
experiences affect student well-being (Blair, 2017; Wilcox and Nordstokke, 
2019; Bernardo et al., 2020; Casanova et al., 2021) and act as predictors of 

dropout, while participation in class or institutional groups, positive 
relationships with teachers and friends, academic satisfaction or 
satisfaction with the degree they are taking (Cervero et al., 2017; Wilcox 
and Nordstokke, 2019; Behr et al., 2020; Casanova et al., 2021; Álvarez 
Ferrándiz et al., 2022) act as elements of institutional persistence. In fact, 
several authors consider that adaptation and social integration in the 
university context is an essential variable for predicting university dropout 
(Blair, 2017; Cervero et al., 2017; Hernández Rosell and Pérez Pérez, 2019; 
Casanova et  al., 2021). Although Portal Martínez et  al. (2022) add 
economic difficulties as a determining factor that currently influences 
university dropout, as it prevents the financing of study-related expenses. 
Thus, those students who pay for their studies thanks to scholarships or 
with the help of their parents are less likely to drop out.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Some data on dropouts in higher 
education

Dropping out of higher education is a phenomenon of great 
relevance at a global level due to the high rates it presents, a reality that 
can be  observed in 180 countries, as stated by the International 
Association of Universities (Cabrera et al., 2006). For the 2020 cohort, 
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development records 
an average university dropout rate of 32%. Among OECD countries, the 
United Kingdom and Switzerland stand out for their low dropout rates, 
which do not exceed 20%. However, in countries such as Brazil, 
Colombia and Italy, the university dropout rate is around 50%. In the 
case of Spain, a total of 28% university dropout rate is recorded 
(OECD, 2022).

Regarding the European context, the results of some of the studies 
on dropout in Higher Education are shown below. Thus, the data 
provided by the Ministry of Education and Vocational Training in 2020 
and 2021 show the university dropout rates of each of the countries that 
make up the European Union. The countries with the highest university 
dropout rates in 2020 are Spain with 31.8%, followed by Romania with 
31.3% and Italy with 26%. However, according to the data for the year 
2021, Spain has managed to reduce the university dropout rate by 5.4%, 
reaching the figure of 26.4%, while Romania and Italy have only reduced 
the university dropout rate by 0.7% in both cases. On the other hand, 
the European country with the lowest incidence of dropout in 2020 was 
Croatia (4.4%) but it moved to second place with 4.8% in 2021, as 
Ireland (10.1% in 2020) reduced dropout to 4.4% in 2021. Despite the 
reduction of the dropout rate in some countries, the European Union, 
in the framework of the Europe 2020 Strategy, has proposed as a 
strategic objective to reduce the dropout rate among 18–24 years old to 
below 10% (Ministry of Education and Vational Training, 2020).

As has been shown, the data provided by different institutions/
organizations show very high percentages in the Spanish context, 
generating concern as these results are above the average of the countries 
that make up the OECD. In fact, in the data for the year 2021, the figure 
for university dropout (in young people aged 18 to 24) is 16.7% for men 
and 9.7% for women, placing Spain in second place in the ranking of all 
the countries that make up the European Union (EU) with the highest 
dropout figures after Romania, although, in the year 2020 these figures 
amounted to 20.2% for men and 11.6% for women, occupying first place 
in the ranking of the EU [Instituto Nacional de Estadística (INE), 2020]. 
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On the other hand, the latest report of the Ministry of Universities 
(2022) reveals that the dropout rate of the 2017–2018 cohort of new 
entrants to higher education (Bachelor’s Degree) is 13%, a result 
obtained by subtracting the 21.3% who dropped out in the first year 
minus the 8.3% who changed to another degree within the Spanish 
University System (SUE). However, these figures may lead to a 
misunderstanding due to certain variables that must be  taken into 
account, for example, whether we  are talking only about on-site 
universities (16.5%) or off-site universities (43.47%); public universities 
(21.7%) or private universities (19.3%), and even by branch of 
knowledge, since degrees belonging to the branches of Arts and 
Humanities (27.5%), Engineering and Architecture (25%) and Sciences 
(21.7%) have a higher drop-out rate than those belonging to the 
branches of Social and Legal Sciences (20.3%) and Health Sciences 
(16.6%) (Ministry of Universities, 2022).

2.2. Drop-out rates in Andalusia and in the 
teacher training degree at the University of 
Granada

In terms of dropout rates in Spain, limited to each of the 
Autonomous Communities, and taking as a reference the on-site and 
public universities and only the data for both dropouts and degree 
changes for the 2017–2018 cohort, the Balearic Islands (37.1%) is the 

community with the highest university dropout rate, followed by 
Asturias (35%) and the Canary Islands (31.3%). At the opposite extreme 
is Extremadura with the lowest dropout rate (20.5%), followed by 
Navarra (23.3%) and Madrid (23.5%) (Ministry of Universities, 2022). 
To be able to see the evolution of dropout rates in Spain, some data are 
collected to illustrate the need to continue working on and studying this 
phenomenon, which causes major problems in public universities and, 
consequently, in private universities (see Table 1):

Similarly, and taking the variables indicated in the previous 
paragraph as a reference, the data for the 2017–2018 cohort (aged 18 to 
24) show a university dropout rate of 24.6% in Andalusia, placing it in 
seventh position among the Autonomous Communities with the lowest 
dropout rate (see Table 1). Since then, the drop-out rate in Andalusia 
has gradually decreased (21.6% in 2019 and 21.8 in 2020) to reach a 
figure of 17.7% (Instituto de Estadística y Cartografía de Andalucía, 
n.d. a, b). In the Andalusian context, in the ranking of the 9 Andalusian 
public and on-campus universities, the University of Cadiz occupies the 
first position with the highest drop-out rate (36.3%), followed by the 
University of Huelva (35%) and the University of Almeria (28.8%). 
Between fourth and sixth position are the University of Malaga (28.4%), 
the University of Seville (26.1%) and the University of Jaen (25.5%). 
Between seventh and eighth position are the University of Cordoba 
(24.3%) and the University of Granada (22.4%) with lower values, with 
the University of Pablo de Olavide being the university with the lowest 
dropout rate (14.2%) (U-Ranking, 2022).

TABLE 1 Partial dropout and change rates in the first year of undergraduate studies by autonomous community and type of university.

Total Public universities Private universities

Dropout in the 
first year of the 

degree

Change of 
program in the 

first year

Dropout in the 
first year of the 

degree

Change of 
program in the 

first year

Dropout in the 
first year of the 

degree

Change of 
program in the 

first year

Total 21.3 8.3 21.7 8.8 19.3 6.2

On-site Universities 16.5 8.3 16.9 8.6 14.2 6.6

Andalusia 16.8 7.8 16.8 7.8 19.2 11.9

Aragon 16.2 7.6 16.6 7.8 12.1 5.0

Asturias 23.5 11.5 23.5 11.5

Balearic island 25.2 11.9 25.2 11.9

Canary Islands 21.6 9.0 22.2 9.1 6.6 4.3

Cantabria 18.4 9.0 17.8 9.2 20.6 8.0

Castilla la Mancha 18.0 8.9 18.0 8.9

Castilla y León 16.2 7.5 16.5 8.4 15.1 4.2

Catalonia 16.8 9.0 17.1 9.3 14.8 7.0

Valencia 15.4 7.4 15.9 7.7 12.6 5.5

Extremadura 14.0 6.5 14.0 6.5

Galicia 18.0 8.3 18.0 8.3

Madrid 14.8 8.4 14.8 8.7 14.5 7.5

Murcia 18.3 9.5 19.9 11.0 14.7 6.2

Navarra 14.5 7.4 15.3 8 13.9 6.9

Basque Country 14.5 7.4 15.9 8.1 10.8 5.3

La Rioja 18.7 9.1 18,7 9.1

Non-attendance 

universities

43.4 8.7 50.3 10.3 29.9 5.4

New entry cohort 2017–2018. Spanish University System Facts and Figures Report. Publications 2021–2022 (Ministry of Universities, 2022).

46

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1111620
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Ibáñez-Cubillas et al. 10.3389/feduc.2023.1111620

Frontiers in Education 04 frontiersin.org

The University of Granada is the second Andalusian university with 
the lowest dropout rate of 22.4%, which implies a retention rate of 
77.6%. The University of Granada offers a total of 77 degrees and double 
degrees (63 + 14), among which are the degrees in Primary Education 
and Early Childhood Education offered at the Granada Campus, as well 
as in the autonomous cities of Ceuta and Melilla. Thus, Table 2 shows 
the dropout rate of the bachelor’s Degrees in Primary and Early 
Childhood Education taught at the different campuses between 2018 
and 2021. The minimum university dropout rate for the bachelor’s 
degree in Primary Education (Granada) is 11.76% in the academic year 
2020/2021, although it only varies by 0.16% with respect to the academic 
year 18/19. On the other hand, the Ceuta campus has the highest 
dropout rate of almost 50% in the last three academic years, although 
Melilla also has high values of up to 32.14% in 2020/2021. However, the 
bachelor’s degree in Early Childhood Education (Granada) has the 
lowest university dropout rates with respect to the campuses where it is 
taught and compared to the figures for the bachelor’s degree in Primary 
Education, with a figure of 7.64% in the 2018/2019 academic year, 
although it increases by 0.51% in the 2020/2021 academic year. On the 
other hand, the Ceuta and Melilla campuses have a high dropout rate 
with very similar figures for the period between 2018 and 2021.

From a global point of view, Table 2 shows that in the last 3 years 
both the bachelor’s degree in Primary Education and the bachelor’s 
degree in Early Childhood Education taught in Granada have the lowest 
university dropout rates, while Melilla and Ceuta, specifically, reach very 
high figures. Finally, it is worth mentioning that the highest dropout 
rates in both degrees are grouped in academic year 19/20 (except for the 
Degree in Primary Education in Melilla −21.62%- and Early Childhood 
Education in Ceuta −31.71%), an academic period that coincides with 
the COVID19 pandemic.

Consequently, this study carries out a multi-causal analysis of 
university dropout in Primary Education and Early Childhood 
Education students from five Andalusian Universities.

2.3. Method

2.3.1. Objectives
The study presented here is part of the research project on academic 

dropout in Andalusian universities, financed by FEDER funds.
This study aims to determine the causes of academic dropout in 

early childhood and primary education degrees at Andalusian 
universities from a predictive and diagnostic perspective of the groups 
at risk.

2.3.2. Process
The study consisted of applying an instrument to diagnose the risk 

of dropping out of university studies in Early Childhood Education and 

Primary Education to a sample of first-year university students at 
universities in Andalusia, selecting the University of Granada (UGR, 
Granada and Ceuta), the University of Jaén (UJA), the University of 
Pablo de Olavide (UPO), the UCM, and the University of Seville (US). 
Following Kehm et al. (2019), academic dropout in higher education is 
most prevalent during the first year, so the research is focused on this 
moment. The tool was distributed at the beginning of the second 
semester so that students would have had a preliminary 6-month 
contact with the degree program, which is essential for them to 
understand whether their expectations regarding the academic process 
are realistic, as well as to get to know and integrate socially and 
academically into the institution.

To recruit participants, the questionnaire was distributed to entire 
groups of students whose professor showed interest in collaborating 
with our research. The sampling technique, therefore, consists of the 
distribution of the research instrument by convenience, akin to the 
non-probability sampling process.

2.3.3. Instrument
The “Survey on successful student retention” by Velázquez and 

González (2017), which the authors applied to a population of nursing 
students at the Unidad Académica Multidisciplinaria Matamoros of the 
Universidad Autónoma de Tamaulipas, was used to detect subjects at 
risk of academic dropout.

The instrument has been succinctly adapted to adequate the 
wording to the Spanish context, excluding two of the 73 items proposed 
by the authors as they were considered not operative in the context of 
the exploration. Consequently, the tool applied consisted of a survey 
made up of 71 items, completed with 6 questions to collect some socio-
demographic data on the participants, making a total of 77 items. The 
items that make up the Velázquez and González (2017) questionnaire 
present a 5-degree Likert-type scale in which students rank themselves 
according to their degree of agreement or disagreement with the 
statement presented to them. In relation to the socio-demographic 
questions, these are open-ended, although they are subsequently coded 
under stricter categories for their treatment in the data analysis.

The selection of the Velázquez and González (2017) instrument 
responds to the interest of the education system in anticipating this 
phenomenon and acting preventively, articulating actions that have a 
positive impact on the persistence of students because this instrument 
makes it possible to determine potential factors that condition academic 
dropout and, in the light of these, which groups could be at greater risk 
of suffering from it due to their particular characteristics.

The instrument developed by Velázquez and González (2017), 
distributes the items around four factors which, in turn, are broken 
down into 12 categories from which the individual’s commitment to 
their academic project could be interpreted in a positive sense and, from 
a negative prism, the risk of failure. These factors, associated with their 

TABLE 2 Drop-out rates in primary education and early childhood education degrees at the University of Granada.

Bachelor’s degrees in primary education Bachelor’s degrees in early childhood education

2018/2019 2019/2020 2020/2021 2018/2019 2019/2020 2020/2021

Granada 11.92% 14.48% 11.76% 7.64% 12% 8.15%

Ceuta 40.68% 44.44% 48.35% 38.64% 31.71% 26.79%

Melilla 25.45% 21.62% 32.14% 24.14% 37.5% 30.77%

Own elaboration based on University of Granada [s/f a (n.d.), s/f b (n.d.), s/f c (n.d.), s/f d (n.d.), s/f e (n.d.), s/f f (n.d.)].
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categories, are shown in Table  3 and are as follows: motivation, 
commitment, attitude and behaviour, and socio-economic conditions. 
For Original Research Articles, Clinical Trial Articles, and 
Technology Reports the introduction should be  succinct, with no 
subheadings. For Case Reports the Introduction should include 
symptoms at presentation, physical exams, and lab results.

3. Results

3.1. Elements of dropout risk

The overall mean score achieved for the whole set of items for  
the entire sample is 3.83, i.e., the surveyed student population seems  
to be  oriented toward persistence in studies rather than dropping  
out.

There are only three items that do not reach the mean score of 3.00, 
which might suggest the existence of a certain level of dissatisfaction 
with the student’s personal situation in the degree program. Table 4 
shows the seven items with the lowest scores, emphasizing that six of 

these correspond to neurodidactic factors and only the last one is of an 
organizational nature.

From the opposite point of view to that previously presented, Table 5 
shows the items which are related to the student’s persistence, i.e., those 
items in which the highest scores are achieved. These persistence-
oriented items refer to the achievement of objectives, the 
accomplishment of planned tasks and the learner’s self-concept. It 
should be emphasized that the three items with the highest scores are 
related to the professional dimension.

The results of a regression model to determine the influence of the 
factors on retention are shown (Table  6). The model measures the 
interaction on the following items of the instrument:

8. I am interested in getting an outstanding grade in my subjects.
25. If I have difficulty with a subject, I consult additional literature 

or seek advice to clear up my doubts.
65. I  have never interrupted my studies for one semester 

or more.
66. I have never considered suspending my university studies either 

temporarily or permanently.
67. I  have taken all my subjects as a student assistant within 

the University.
69. I am up to date with my English language proficiency levels.
70. I have never failed one or more subjects for not complying with 

the compulsory percentage of attendance.
71. I attend classes regularly and punctually.

From the Model, to measure the factors of belonging, we observe 
that the multiple correlation coefficient R = 0.468547% correlation 
between the regressor variables that make up the model, which is fine as 
it is not too high (close to 1) and with this a high correlation, increases 
the problem of multicollinearity, which in this model is discarded. 
Furthermore, the R^2 = 0.219 22% of total variability explained by the 
model, similarly the adjusted R^2 = 0.208, 21%, finally the standard error 
of 1.398 (which is the standard deviation of the error scores). Out of a 
total of 562 observations (Tables 7, 8).

We note that the critical value is Sig. = 0.00 < 0.05, which indicates 
that the proposed model is significant.

Multiple linear model proposed: Y = 0.475 + 0.206×8–0.017×25 +  
0.017×65 + 0.139×66 + 0.104×67 + 0.119×69 + 0.245×70–0.028×71.

TABLE 3 Factors and categories of student permanence in the university 
persistence survey.

Factor Categories

Motivation Internal (intrinsic motivation):

 • Personal goals

 • Expectations of success

 • Self-concept

External (extrinsic motivation):

 • By the instructor in the classroom

Commitment Personal commitment to study:

 • Self-efficacy Academic performance 

within the university pathway.

 • Perception of difficulty

Perceived commitment to the institution:

Degree quality

 • Academic services

Attitude and behavior Academic integration:

 • Sense of belonging

 • Relationship with academic authorities

 • Relationship with peers

Socio-economic conditions
 • Social and family interaction

 • Economic conditions

TABLE 4 Items with lower scores for early childhood education and 
primary education qualifications.

Item Mean Deviation

2 My teachers use assessment strategies that 

encourage my creativity.

2.8311 1.09182

4 My teachers care about my performance. 2.9102 1.16562

7 In general, I feel motivated by my teachers. 2.9300 1.07458

19 I participate actively in class. 3.0062 1.15707

6 I feel that my effort is recognized by my 

teachers.

3.0639 1.19364

26 I consider my career to have a high degree of 

difficulty.

3.1862 0.96344

37 My course coordinator takes action to ensure 

that there are no free hours between classes.

3.2127 1.62078

Own elaboration.
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TABLE 6 Regression values associated with permanence factors.

Regression statistics

Multiple correlation coefficient 0.468528958

Coefficient of determination R^2 0.219519385

Adjusted R^2 0.208228526

Standard error 1.398606845

Observations 562

4. Discussion and conclusion

According to studies such as Aina et al. (2021) or Contini and Zotti 
(2022), the search for mechanisms to induce the reduction of academic 
dropout in higher education has led the education system to rely on 
various sciences, such as sociology, statistics, or neuroscience to investigate 
academic dropout. These disciplines have improved the understanding of 
the problems faced by students during the university stage to reduce 
dropout rates (Kehm et  al., 2019). In the contemporary context, the 
university must adopt those criteria and practices that facilitate student 
engagement in the academic process to foster the acquisition of the skills 
and competences that society demands (Mendoza et al., 2019).

The research has focused on understanding what factors contribute to 
predicting academic dropout in Early Childhood and Primary Education 
majors, taught in Andalusian universities, by conducting a questionnaire 
adapted from Velázquez and González (2017) on student retention in 
higher education. The questionnaire allows (at least) a double 
interpretation, so that it shows which factors are associated with the 
academic engagement of students in the university stage and those 
indicators that reveal a situation of risk. From a positive perspective, the 
factors related to the professional sphere are the most favorably valued in 
this research, which are related to the expectations that young people 
associate with their training, their vocation, and their self-concept in the 
academic sphere. These results are consistent with those of Bardach et al. 

(2020), who found in their research that attrition was linked to the 
information available about the degree and the students’ beliefs about it. 
The greater the coherence between students’ expectations and the academic 
reality they are exposed to when they enter university, the less likely they 
are to drop out, which may explain the results of this study, which 
document that future teachers value these dimensions very positively. The 
characteristics of this university specialization and the profession for which 
it qualifies are clearly known by most of the students, which improves their 
commitment to their training, influencing them to adopt adaptive patterns 
that keep them linked to the university system, which brings them closer 
to their personal goals, aligned with their vocation.

On the contrary, the results with lower scores, which reveal the 
existence of a potential risk of dropping out of the educational system, 
show the influence of neurodidactic factors on academic dropout, and 
conditioning it. Consequently, strategies that induce a change in these 
variables could encourage students’ commitment to their academic 
process, contributing to the reversal of the problem identified.

In recent years, the neurodidactic strategies that have been pioneered 
in higher education have led to a major transformation of the model, 
directing it towards a more innovative, active paradigm committed to the 
promotion of a series of competences and skills that are articulated in a 
more flexible and individualized way. In line with the results of this study, 
there are several dimensions that can be addressed to contribute to the 
reduction of university dropout. In particular, the use of assessment 
strategies in line with student characteristics, the greater orientation of the 
educational system towards student performance or the use of extrinsic 
motivation strategies involving teachers are the most urgent actions, given 
that these three areas coincide with the items with the lowest scores in the 
research population. Likewise, the implementation of strategies that 
encourage student participation in the classroom and positive feedback to 
students so that they can feel recognized are complementary actions that 
can prevent academic dropout (Costa et al., 2018; Casadiego et al., 2022; 
Tete et al., 2022). Specifically, research by Casadiego et al. (2022) has 
revealed that students who were recipients of more participatory teaching 
processes, such as those based on active methodological approaches, 

TABLE 5 Items with the highest scores in early childhood education and primary education qualifications.

N° Item Mean Deviation

9 I want to graduate with honors. 4.9131 0.46481

11 Being a good professional is a personal goal 4.8530 0.49273

12 I wish to work in my profession after completing my studies. 4.7701 0.76274

53 I respect the lines of authority within the educational institution. 4.7014 0.64492

67 I have taken all my subjects as a regular student within the university. 4.6974 0.82768

52 I maintain a respectful and cordial relationship with the school authorities (teachers, 

coordinators, administrative staff, etc.).

4.6653 0.66962

42 My relationship with my family is cordial and respectful. 4.5958 0.80223

61 In my home I have adequate spaces, services, and equipment for schoolwork. 4.5708 0.80741

59 I am a person free of violence. 4.5546 1.12795

10 Finishing my studies on time is fundamental for me. 4.5470 0.85166

51 I am proud of the career I am studying. 4.5469 0.90871

71 I attend classes regularly and punctually. 4.5421 0.79175

55 I have established friendships with some of my classmates. 4.5230 0.91943

32 The library has the bibliographic material I need for my subjects. 4.5160 1.05431

48 I feel morally supported by my family members. 4.5146 0.90701

18 I fulfil the tasks I am given in the different subjects. 4.5087 0.74617

Own elaboration.
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attended classes more frequently and, on the contrary, those who were 
trained with more traditional methodologies had higher dropout rates. 
Therefore, encouraging the adoption of constructive methodologies in the 
classroom may be a strategy to encourage retention at university. These 
approaches, in turn, require the adoption of assessment methods that 
allow the different milestones in which the student participates to 
be audited, documenting their achievement in a reliable way so that they 
can perceive the relationship between their effort and their performance 
(Maluenda et al., 2022).

In relation to these results, Calatayud's (2018) research has 
highlighted the importance of adapting assessment processes to the 
individual characteristics of students to ensure a better fit between the 
way in which they are assessed and the existing assessment needs. For 
this author, assessment has a social function, and its character is 
formative and informative, but in no case punitive. Therefore, by 
eradicating outdated assessment models, which induce students into a 
stressful situation that makes it difficult for them to reveal their 
knowledge, a better measurement of their achievements will be achieved 
and, at the same time, more accurate feedback to them, raising their 
interest in the learning process. In addition, Kehm et al. (2019) propose 
the distribution of satisfaction questionnaires that allow for the 
collection of students’ opinions in relation to the academic process in 
which they have participated, which will make it possible to adapt 

educational policies to their recipients, raising the quality of education 
through integrated systems that pursue continuous improvement.

On the other hand, the study by Alban and Mauricio (2019) suggests 
that the adoption of peer tutoring systems, as well as other flexible 
models from which to build more consolidated support networks 
among students, can increase student satisfaction with the academic 
process, highlighting the importance of support among individuals to 
increase adherence to the educational programs they take. In the same 
vein, Piepenburg and Beckmann (2022) suggest that encouraging 
affective factors related to learning by encouraging individuals to 
associate the learning process with positive emotions through 
interaction with others can amplify their positive perception of 
education, leading to greater engagement.

Furthermore, the adoption of Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT) in the educational system can be perceived as a window 
of opportunity for the optimization of didactic processes, valuing the 
options available to improve student adherence and engagement in the 
pedagogical process (Niyogisubizo et al., 2022). Similarly, technological 
tools facilitate the improvement of student engagement through positive 
feedback on student performance, as well as contributing to the early 
identification of unmet educational needs that can be addressed by the 
education system. In line with these measures, it may be of interest to create 
online tutoring programs, which do not require a high investment and 

TABLE 7 Analysis of variance.

Analysis of variance

Degrees of 
freedom

Sum of squares Mean squares F Critical value of F

Regression 8 304.247,618 38.0309522 19.4422221 0.0000

Residuals 553 1,081.72391 1.95610111

Total 561 1,385.97153

TABLE 8 Coefficient of the model.

Model coefficients

Coefficients Standard error t-statistic Probability Lower 95% Upper 95%

Interception 0.475 0.472 1.007 0.315 −0.452 1.402

8. I am interested in obtaining an 

outstanding grade in my subjects.

0.206 0.068 3.023 0.003 0.072 0.340

25. If I have difficulty with a subject, 

I consult additional literature or seek advice 

to clear up my doubts.

−0.017 0.047 −0.352 0.725 −0.109 0.076

65. I have never interrupted my studies for 

one semester or more.

0.077 0.052 1.495 0.135 −0.024 0.179

66. I have never considered suspending my 

university studies either temporarily or 

permanently.

0.139 0.053 2.637 0.009 0.036 0.243

67. I have taken all my subjects as a student 

assistant within the University.

0.104 0.079 1.310 0.191 −0.052 0.259

69. I am up to date with the English levels 

I am required to take.

0.119 0.039 3.089 0.002 0.043 0.195

70. I have never failed one or more subjects 

because I did not meet the required 

attendance percentage.

0.245 0.050 4.862 0.000 0.146 0.344

71. I attend classes regularly and punctually. −0.028 0.085 −0.333 0.739 −0.196 0.139
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would allow for the referral of those students who need it. On the other 
hand, Luis et al. (2022) consider that the use of virtual classrooms and ICT 
applications helps to predict, based on the time spent accessing and using 
the tools provided, the level of student engagement, which can be the basis 
for the creation of personalized motivation strategies, such as sending 
e-mails, reminders, tutoring sessions, etc., thus enabling the education 
system to increase its retention capacity. Finally, another factor that can 
contribute to the reduction of dropout can be represented by the provision 
of more information to prospective students, so that they gain a realistic 
perspective on the university career they are interested in, the teaching 
therein and the opportunities it connects to (Bardach et al., 2020).

Finally, we would like to emphasize that in recent years there has been 
a growing interest and concern in most countries about university dropout, 
a problem determined by multiple factors such as the social context, the 
family, the functioning of the system, the attitude of the administration, the 
work of each teacher and the disposition of the student himself/herself. 
Taking into account the set of quantitative and qualitative variables analyzed, 
we can conclude that the main causes to which students attribute their 
decision to drop out are related to psycho-educational characteristics.
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Introduction: One of the main problems facing the university system is the high

student dropout rate due to a number of variables, accentuated by the COVID-

19 pandemic. This is a problem not only in Spanish universities but is prevalent

worldwide. It is therefore important to understand and analyze the underlying

reasons for dropout so that it can be addressed and mechanisms implemented to

limit dropout in higher education to the greatest extent possible.

Method: A systematic review was carried out summarizing the results of studies

and reports on university dropout in Spain and specifically in the universities of the

Autonomous Community of Andalusia. The review was conducted in accordance

with the PRISMA statement by searching the scientific databases Scopus and Web

of Science, limiting the search to articles published between 2010 and 2022.

Results: The main publications in both Spain and the Autonomous Community

of Andalusia were identified. The review included the main causes of university

dropout indicated in each of the selected studies and the proposals to reduce

it, including educational policies, the rise of distance education, academic

failure in basic educational stages, and social, personal, psychological, and

economic variables.

Conclusion: There is a lack of research on university dropout, with only 25% of

Spanish universities having carried out research on this subject in the last 12 years.

The studies analyzed conclude that the most frequent causes of university

dropout are associated with low academic performance, poor social support

in the new academic environment, low socio-economic status, pessimism, and

lack of motivation, together with other less significant factors such as poor

relationships with teachers, lack of vocation, work incompatibility, and previous

academic performance. Further research on the causes of university dropout and

its prevention is needed both before university entrance, by providing meaningful

information to secondary school students, and during the university stay, through
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institutional and teaching policies that improve family support and social

roots, produce positive academic experiences, favor associationism, and

encourage activities that improve planning and time management, together with

cognitive learning strategies, motivational strategies and the use of advanced

learning materials [such as Information and Communication Technology

(ICT) tools].
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1. Introduction

The university is considered the preeminent institution for
higher education, producing students with the highest level of
initial training in a population. It is consequently an institution of
great importance with regard to the educational strategies proposed
by the government.

Due to the importance of universities as institutions, different
parameters are often reviewed in an attempt to control their
development by assessing factors including the quality of the
education provided, the students and the performance of teachers.
Among the most significant pieces of data are the number of
students who drop out or leave university studies and the reasons
that lead students to dropout (Fernández-Mellizo, 2022).

This is a global problem that impacts Spain in particular as,
according to Fernández-Mellizo (2022), 20% of students who start
a degree program are affected. On the other hand, Álvarez (2021),
notes that according to the National Institute of Statistics, the level
of dropout in Spanish universities is decreasing every year, standing
at 20.2% for men and 11.6% for women in 2020. In Andalusia, the
average is slightly better than the Spanish average. Nevertheless,
the percentage of students who drop out of university studies
is still above 15%, with 27.5% dropping out of the degree they
are pursuing, and 12.1% changing degree program (Ministerio de
Universidades, 2021).

In recent times, the scientific literature has been focusing on
school dropout at university level, mainly due to the low academic
performance of students (Cerezo et al., 2015; Casanova et al., 2018).
Furthermore, to avoid an increase in dropout rates, family support
is important, and if this is not the case, educational institutions
should strengthen students’ motivation for education (Sosu and
Pheunpha, 2019). Also, some factors linked to school dropout are
those nuanced in the study by Troelsen and Laursen (2014) who
indicate how culture and economics affect education and school
dropout.

In this line, there are several studies, which focus on the
influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on education and mainly
on school dropout, which may affect the continuation of schooling
and learning during and after the pandemic period (Joulaei and
Kalateh-Sadati, 2020; Pertegal-Felices et al., 2022).

Similarly, the study carried out by Gómez-García et al. (2022)
indicates that the outbreak of COVID-19 has influenced the
mental health of university students, being this a factor that
has been related to a decrease in their academic performance

and given that the mental health of students is related to their
academic performance, they determine that it has influenced an
increase in university dropout, being necessary that the academic
institutions themselves face measures that try to mitigate this
negative influence.

2. Theoretical framework

The European Union is trying to develop new plans to engage
its population to attend higher education, having as one of the main
goals that the European Commission established in 2020 was that
at least 40% of the population between 30 and 34 get a tertiary
qualification (European Commission et al., 2015).

That situation has made a change all over the countries that are
part of the European Union and, in the last 30 years, governments
from around 180 countries have developed different actions to
prevent the school dropout more precisely in higher education and
working on different aspects concerning socio economic facts.

In that context, the university is considered the preeminent
institution for higher education, producing students with the
highest level of initial training in a population. It is consequently
an institution of great importance with regard to the educational
strategies proposed by the governments.

Furthermore, it is a bigger issue as the promotion of higher
education is working, the percentage of the 20- to 24-year-olds are
increasing in most of Europe. Focusing on the Spanish context, that
percentage has increased from 29 to 43% according to the OECD
(2017 data cited on Aina et al., 2018).

The University as an institution is complex to understand
due to its multiple characteristics and its evolution over time.
It was initially conceived as a center for the advancement of
knowledge, where teaching and learning processes take place. With
the passage of time, it became a research center seeking evidence-
based knowledge, with a clear methodology, and its subsequent
dissemination (Ruiz-Corbella and López-Gómez, 2019).

From this definition, the University is an essential institution
supporting the progress of society. Accordingly, several values
are used to define different parameters to evaluate the quality of
these institutions. To this end, student grades, failure rates or
the university dropout rate are considered (Clavijo-Cáceres and
Balaguera-Rodríguez, 2020). One of the most important pieces of
information when assessing the educational capacity of universities
is the student dropout rate, as it provides a meaningful indication of
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the number of higher education students who proceed to complete
their education (Fernández-Mellizo, 2022).

School dropout is an issue that has been worked on by
different institutions due to the significant economic importance
it has for countries. Among these institutions we can highlight
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) and the World Bank (Acevedo, 2020). This is a
global problem that impacts Spain in particular as, according to
Fernández-Mellizo (2022), 20% of students who start a degree
program are affected. Based on Eurostat’s (2018) over 3 million
young people in the European Union have started a tertiary
qualification but they had discontinued their studies because of
different facts.

University dropout is not easily explained since it depends
on multiple variables and the relationships among them. The
university, the faculty and the students, collectively, are the three
agents highlighted in this process, providing many models that
describe the institution:

1. Integrating Model: Based on the notion that each student
pursues his or her own interests and that the relationship he or
she has with the university is merely for professional training
with a view to obtaining a future benefit. Consequently, the
university and its faculty must work to become more student-
centered by addressing their needs.

2. Psychopedagogical model: Focuses on the characteristics of
the teaching staff. It is proposed as a possible explanation
for university dropout because it is understood that the
characteristics of the teacher and the methodology used are
factors that have an impact on the way the university evolves.

3. Academic Organization Model: Describes how both material
and human resources are managed in order to achieve the
objectives established by the institution.

4. Economistic Model: Defines the success or failure of students
according to the capacities of the students themselves and
the resources made available to them by the universities
(Cabrera et al., 2006).

These new perceptions of the university are based on a change
of paradigm. Initially, the university was conceived as an elitist
institution for those who had the financial resources and sought
to advance their intellectual development. Accessibility to the
university, as well as the diversity of the population that attends it,
entails a change in the way the university is viewed as well as the
work that should be carried out in it (Portal et al., 2022). Eurostat’s
(2018), showed that the main reason to drop out of university is the
desire to start working, followed by lack of interest in the chosen
studies and their difficulty. Other point of view is showed up on
the Spanish situation where although some studies cannot prove
there is a relationship between the difficulty or the low academic
performance (Roso-Bas et al., 2016).

This implies that university failure or dropout does not
correspond to a single factor that explains all situations. University
failure is a result of adaptation to the context, since the university
is not an institution that focuses on the ability to learn but rather
on the ability to seek and generate new knowledge, giving great
importance to student autonomy. Thus, students with a more
neutral character are more likely to have good results, as they do

not require that personal connection with their teachers (Noriega
and Arjona, 2011). Consequently, some of the definitions of school
failure that have been put forward are obsolete in part or in their
entirety.

School failure has been defined as “the situation in which
the subject fails to achieve the normal goals for the degree
of intelligence he/she possesses in such a way that his/her
whole personality is compromised and altered, affecting his/her
overall performance as a person and his/her healthy and effective
adaptation to the type of life that surrounds him/her” (Ríos, 1973
cited in Pompa et al., 2003, p.82). This definition is noteworthy
because it does not present the intellectual capacity of the student
as a limitation but as an element that establishes the expected and
the result obtained. However, the same definition speaks of the
influence that failure has on the individual’s personality and also
of how the student’s environment can be one of the causes leading
to it.

Other definitions reduce school failure to the achievement of
the objectives set “If the school context is adopted as a reference
for school failure, it would be defined as the student’s inability to
meet the objectives proposed, explicitly or not, by the school (Lara-
García et al., 2014, p.72).” From this perspective, failure is seen as
not achieving what is expected, but it does not consider that there
are internal or external elements that influence this situation.

If the concept of the University and the definitions of failure
have varied, what has changed the most are the factors that explain
school failure, according to the results presented in Alonso and
Lobato (2005), which can be classified as follows in Table 1.

Other authors have added further causes that arise from the
interaction of the three main agents, including demotivation for
the course, lack of prior knowledge and inadequate use of social
networks. Teachers indicate the lack of feedback on activities
and inappropriate methods. Finally, the institutions identify the
facilities and their organization as one of the main complaints,
as well as the lack of more meaningful learning opportunities
(Torres et al., 2021).

In addition to these three agents directly involved in the
teaching-learning process, the family is another agent implicated in
the education of students. Earlier, the potential affective problems
of students were mentioned as a limiting factor in achieving the
expected grades. However, these problems are not necessarily due
to the family and may derive from an adaptation problem. On
the other hand, Martínez and Molina Derteano (2019) compare
the economic evolution in Spain and Argentina and how this
has affected the academic level of students in these countries.
They show that families that are better able to support themselves

TABLE 1 Summary of factors contributing to failure at university.

Internal External

Students -Low amount of reading.
-Amount of study hours.
-Study strategies.

-Hours of compulsory
work.
-Affective problems.

Teachers -Relationship with
teachers.

Institution -Lack of psychological
educational support
resources for students.

Source: Own elaboration based on data from Alonso and Lobato (2005).
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economically in the face of crises have a greater capacity to
acquire education, thus demonstrating how family factors are also
influential in terms of school failure.

These factors are important issues to address since they
ultimately affect a large percentage of students. This percentage
varies depending on the country, the community, the university,
the branch of knowledge and even the degree studied. The data
range between 15 and 30% of the student body (Álvarez, 2021;
Ministerio de Universidades, 2021; Fernández-Mellizo, 2022),
affecting between 51,766 and 103,532 of students in Spain for the
academic year 2021–2022.

In Andalusia, in particular, although many students are at
risk of social exclusion or have grown up in disadvantaged socio-
economic situations (Real, 2011), this conflictive context has
prompted teachers in the community to devise new ways of
teaching their classes thus remedying these negative social aspects.

Prior to university entrance, the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) helps to systematically assess what
young people know and are able to do at the end of their
compulsory secondary education (ESO). The PISA reports detect
how low scores on these tests lead to a higher dropout rate, with
Andalusia being the only exception (García, 2009). This result is
maintained throughout the university period, as Andalusia is one of
the Autonomous Communities with an average dropout rate below
the Spanish average.

Regarding university failure, Andalusia presents certain
particularities. Some studies indicate that dropout is related to the
socio-economic profile of the population, per capita income and
unemployment rate (López-Martínez et al., 2016), with Andalusia
being a community that leads these figures. However, dropout does
not occur with the expected frequency (Cervero et al., 2017), which
raises the question of whether social factors are really as influential
as the characteristics of students, teachers and the institutions
themselves in this community.

Based on the scientific literature consulted for this study, the
aim is to analyze the research addressing academic dropout in
higher education in Spain, subsequently focusing on Andalusia,
in order to determine the causes of this situation and to provide
proposals for its prevention at university level.

The research questions derived from the main objective and
which guide this research are the following:

RQ1: How many studies have been published since 2010
on academic dropout in higher education in Spain and in
Andalusia?

RQ2: Which institutions have undertaken research on dropout
in higher education?

RQ3: In which fields of knowledge are the studies on this
subject framed?

RQ4: What are the causes of academic dropout in higher
education in Spain and, specifically, in Andalusia?

RQ5: What proposals can be considered to alleviate this
situation?

3. Methodology

3.1. Design and protocol

Based on the nature of the study and to answer the research
objective and questions, a systematic literature review methodology
was used (Sánchez-Meca, 2010; García-Peñalvo, 2019). To ensure
thoroughness and meet certain quality criteria, the review was
conducted in two stages: an initial planning stage and an action
stage. In the first stage, the objectives and research questions
were defined, the search equation (Tables 3, 4) and the databases
to be consulted were determined, the inclusion and exclusion
criteria were established (Table 2) and the flow chart was designed
(Figure 1). In the action stage, the literature was surveyed, the
results obtained were refined and the most relevant information
was extracted and represented (Romero-Rodríguez et al., 2020).
The quality standards of the PRISMA statement (Moher et al.,
2009) were also considered: the description of the eligibility
criteria, sources of information and search and the process of
study selection, data extraction and synthesis of the results are
included.

TABLE 2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria (IN) Exclusion criteria (EX)

IN1: Journal articles EX1: Non-peer-reviewed papers

IN2: Articles published from 2010
onward

EX2: Publications prior to 2010

IN3: Studies conducted in the field
of higher education

EX3: Studies related to other educational
stages

IN4: Studies on early school leavers
in Spain

EX4: Studies on early school leavers in
other countries other than Spain

Source: Own elaboration.

TABLE 3 Inclusion and exclusion criteria according to patient,
intervention, comparison, and outcome (PICO) approach.

Inclusion
criteria

Exclusion criteria

Population Students from higher
education.

Students from educational stages
other than higher education, such as
pre-school, primary, and secondary
education.

Intervention Studies on school
dropout in Spain

Studies on school dropout in other
countries other than Spain

Comparator Not applicable Not applicable

Outcome Results that provide
the causes of
dropout in Spain.

Results that do not specify the causes
of academic dropout in Spain. Results
that specify the causes of academic
dropout in countries other than
Spain.

Source: Own elaboration.
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TABLE 4 Search strategy in the Web of Science database.

Database Search descriptors

Web of science
(Topic)

Academic AND

Dropout AND

Higher AND

Education AND

Causes

Type of document Article

Time period Since 2010

Source: Own elaboration.

3.2. Eligibility criteria

The search equation was formulated on the basis of the key
concepts guiding the study: “dropout” and “higher education.” In
order to limit the number of results (1,487) the construct “causes”
was included as a descriptor. The terms were translated into
English, finally establishing the equation: Academic AND dropout
AND higher AND education AND causes.

The search was conducted in the Web of Science (WoS) and
Scopus databases, as these databases respond to the impact indexes
[Journal Citation Reports (JCR) and Scimago Journal & Country

Rank (SJR)] and the indexing of scientific articles in peer-reviewed
journals that have undergone a rigorous process for inclusion
in WoS and Scopus (Hinojo-Lucena et al., 2019). Inclusion and
exclusion criteria can be found in Tables 2, 3, in the latter according
to the patient, intervention, comparison, and outcome (PICO)
approach (Higgins et al., 2019).

3.3. Review process and establishment of
the sample

As mentioned above, the search strategy was carried out
in two important databases: WoS and Scopus, considering the
quality of the articles indexed in them and their broad scope.
After selecting the descriptors that best defined the object of this
study and indexing them in Eric’s thesaurus, to ensure that they
coincided with the keywords most commonly used in scientific
language, we proceeded to perform different search equations
(Tables 4, 5).

3.4. Data collection and analysis

At the end of October 2022, a search of scientific literature
was carried out in two databases (Scopus and WoS). The search

FIGURE 1

Flow chart. Source: Own elaboration based on Moher et al. (2009).
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TABLE 5 Scopus database search strategy.

Database Search descriptors

Scopus
(Article title, abstract, and keywords)

Academic AND

Dropout AND

Higher AND

Education AND

Causes

Type of document Article

Time period Since 2010

Source: Own elaboration.

in WoS was not restricted to any specific field since, subsequently,
we specified the area to which each article belonged and checked
which were the most prolific. The keywords were checked to ensure
that they appeared in the title, in the abstract or in the keywords
of each article.

Two authors (JJVM and MNCS) conducted separate searches,
reviewed the titles, abstracts and keywords of the articles to
select those that met the inclusion criteria. Subsequently, duplicate
articles were discarded and all selected papers were read in full.
A third author (JCdlCC) performed Cohen’s Kappa (Cohen, 1988)
to measure the concordance between evaluators, obtaining the
value Kappa = 0.70; in addition, he verified that the inclusion
and exclusion criteria had been faithfully followed in the article
selection process.

To verify the inclusion requirements, Microsoft Excel ad hoc
(Microsoft Corporation, Redmond, WA, USA) was used following
the premises of the data extraction template of the Cochrane
Consumers and Communication Review Group (2016). The
authors (MNCS and JAMD) performed this work separately,
clarifying in the discussion the results obtained by each and
recording the articles and the reasons for exclusion. The tables
and graphs present throughout the document, to facilitate
understanding of the results, have been edited using Microsoft
Word.

Data collection followed the PRISMA statement, dividing the
discrimination process into four stages (Figure 1): an initial
identification stage, which contained all the articles found in the
databases analyzed by applying the search equation in the two
previous tables (Tables 4, 5), a second selection stage, in which
duplicate references and those matching the exclusion criteria (EX1
and EX2) indicated in Table 2 were eliminated, a third suitability
stage, in which the documents were analyzed to extract those that
responded to the research objectives and questions and those that
met the inclusion criteria (IN3) discarding the rest (EX3), and
fourth, in the inclusion stage, the articles that made up the sample
for this research were collected. This search was carried out at the
end of October 2022, including all articles indexed in the WoS and
Scopus databases from 2010 onward.

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) statistical
software version 27 was used for data analysis. The tables and
figures presented were edited in Microsoft Word to facilitate the
understanding of the results.

4. Results

4.1. RQ1: How many studies have been
published since 2010 on academic
dropout in higher education in Spain and
in Andalusia?

A total of 192 papers have been published related to the topic in
question, 53 in Scopus and 139 in WoS. After removing duplicate
citations, the number of records was 170, as 22 papers were
published in both databases. Applying the inclusion criteria IN1
(Journal articles) and IN2 (Articles published from 2010 onward)
we found that 120 articles were published from 2010 onward.

Of the 53 documents indexed in the Scopus database, 34 are
Articles, 11 are Conference Papers, four are Book Chapters, three
are Reviews and one is a Letter. After applying the exclusion and
inclusion criteria to the papers and obtaining 31 articles, it can be
seen that one article was published in each year in 2011, 2013, 2014,
2016, and 2017. Two articles were published in 2015, three in 2018,
four in 2022, five in 2019, six in 2020, and six in 2021. The highest
percentage was published in 2020 and 2021, 38.77% of the total (six
articles each year), decreasing to 12.90% in the current year (four
articles) (Figure 2). Prior to 2010, four articles were published: in
1985, 2004, 2005, and 2008.

In the WoS database, 139 documents are indexed. Of these,
116 are articles, 20 are meetings and three are review articles. After
applying the exclusion and inclusion criteria to the documents and
obtaining 108 articles, it can be seen that two correspond to 2010;
four to 2011; three to 2012; four to 2013; five to 2014; six to 2015;
12 each to 2016, 2017, 2018, and 2021; 14 to 2019, 13 to 2020 and
nine to 2022. In 2019, the highest percentage was published, 12.96%
of the total (14 articles), followed by 2020 with 12.03% (13 articles)
decreasing in the following years to nine articles in 2022 (Figure 2).
Before 2010, eight articles were published in total, corresponding to
the years: 2008, 2007, 2005, 1999, 1994, 1993, 1981, and 1965.

This systematic review comprises a total of 18 articles that
met the objectives and inclusion criteria of this research. Three
correspond to research carried out in Andalusia: two at the
University of Granada and one at the University of Seville.

4.2. RQ2: Which institutions have
undertaken research on academic
dropout in higher education? RQ3: In
which fields of knowledge are the studies
on this subject framed? RQ4: What are
the causes of academic dropout in
higher education in Spain and,
specifically, in Andalusia?

This section presents the 18 articles included in this systematic
review (Table 6, in which we have specified: reference, university,
field of research and causes). As can be seen, the first 13 articles
correspond to universities across Spain (Figure 3), in general, and
the last four to universities in Andalusia (Figure 4), specifically,
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FIGURE 2

Articles published in the last 12 years in Scopus and Web of Science on the causes of academic dropout in higher education in Spain. Source: Own
elaboration.

four are research works carried out by the University of Granada
and one by the University of Seville.

Figure 3 shows that the main cause of academic dropout in
Spain is academic performance, followed by social support, socio-
economic status, lack of motivation and negative relationships
with teachers, which contrast with the causes of academic dropout
in Andalusia, which are low academic performance, COVID-
19, learning methodologies and demographic characteristics. This
significant presence of COVID-19 as a factor of academic dropout
in Andalusia may be due to the fact that the research carried out in
this Autonomous Community was conducted during or just after
the pandemic while most of the Spain studies were conducted prior
to the pandemic.

4.3. RQ5: What proposals can be
considered to alleviate this situation?

Three articles were found on proposals for the prevention of
academic dropout in higher education, two from the University of
Granada and one from the Autonomous University of Barcelona
(Tables 6, 7).

5. Discussion

The Spanish University System in the academic year 2020–2021
was composed of 84 universities: 50 public and 34 privates. Of
these, 21 (25%) have published studies related to academic dropout
and are included in this review, with the University of Oviedo,
the University of La Laguna, the University of Alcalá de Henares
and the University of Granada standing out for their scientific
production with between two and three published works. This low

production rate may indicate that the problem of academic dropout
seems not to have required the research attention of most Spanish
universities, despite the fact that this problem affected 21.3% of
first-year students in the academic year 2021–2022 (Ministerio de
Universidades, 2022). This is the highest rate in Western countries.
In the United States, the drop-out rate at the beginning of the
second year is 6.2%, although more than 30% of US students do
not obtain their degree 3 years after the legal duration of studies. In
Finland the drop-out rate is 7.9 and 8.1% in the UK. The Spanish
rate is only similar to that of the French-speaking Community of
Belgium (21.1%) (Aina et al., 2022).

The dropout rate in Spanish universities as a whole is 33% if
all years of study are considered, while in private universities this
rate is much higher, with 62.1% of students dropping out of the
degrees in which they enroll and more than half of those enrolled
(51.5%) not completing any type of university studies (Ministerio
de Universidades, 2022). According to Aina et al. (2022) the
proportion of students who do not complete a degree programme
(in the theoretical duration of plus 3 years) ranges from less than
20% in the UK, Israel, Switzerland, and Ireland to more than 40%
in Brazil, Slovenia, Chile, Belgium (French Community), Sweden,
Italy, Austria, and Estonia.

In the studies analyzed, the most decisive variable in terms
of permanence or dropout, in both Spanish and Andalusian
universities, was low academic performance. This is in line with
other research (Hailikari et al., 2008; Diseth, 2011; Cerezo et al.,
2015; Casanova et al., 2018). Academic performance during the
first year reflects the academic competences students have when
they start university studies or develop during their first year,
their levels of engagement and their learning strategies, which
could suggest that less successful students have a less well-defined
vocational background or the educational pathway that has led
them to higher education is not sufficiently grounded (Belloc et al.,
2011; Vries et al., 2011). Given the high level of academic dropout,
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TABLE 6 Articles addressing the causes of academic dropout in higher education in Spain and, specifically, in Andalusia.

References University Scope Causes of academic dropout

Roso-Bas et al., 2016 University of the Balearics
Islands

Health sciences Students with a pessimistic disposition revealed a greater tendency to
drop out. No significant results were found in relation to academic
performance.

Ortiz-Lozano et al., 2018 School of Engineering
Comillas Pontifical
University, Madrid

Engineering Low academic performance is a major dropout factor.

Monroy and
González-Geraldo, 2022

University of Murcia and
University of Castilla-La
Mancha

Educational Sciences Low academic performance, as well as: impulsivity, depression, and lack
of self-control, self-efficacy, organization, and self-esteem.

Tayebi et al., 2021 University of Alcalá de
Henares

Electrical Engineering and
Computer Science

Difficulty, followed by poor academic performance and a low degree of
motivation, as well as negative relationships with teachers were the main
reasons given by students for dropping out. Lack of vocation and
distance from home were less frequent reasons.

Lacave et al., 2018 University of Castilla-La
Mancha

Computer The great heterogeneity of the data studied did not allow for a very
precise adjustment of the student dropout profile.

García-Holgado et al., 2020 Universities in Spain and
Brazil (not specified)

Engineering The gender gap in engineering careers and the social support: family,
friends or teachers, may influence attraction and dropout rates in
engineering degrees.

Bernardo et al., 2022 University of Spain (not
specified)

(Not specified) The results indicated that there was an association between having been a
victim of cyberbullying and the intention to drop out of a university
course, especially when the bullying behavior was social exclusion,
impersonation, or dissemination of sexual images without consent.

Rodríguez-Muñiz et al.,
2019

Oviedo University (Not specified) Influence of personal and contextual variables, low academic
performance, part-time or full-time study and age.

Dorta-Guerra et al., 2019 University of La Laguna Sciences Academic performance.

Álvarez-Pérez et al., 2014 Santa Cruz de Tenerife
University and University of
La Laguna

Education sciences Little support and lack of specific guidance for high-level student athletes.

Álvarez-Pérez and
López-Aguilar, 2020

University of La Laguna Education sciences Performance at earlier stages is a key determinant of adaptability.

Almeida et al., 2019 University of Oviedo and
Sao Francisco University
(Brazil)

Psychology Social, academic, faculty, health and welfare, institutional and financial.

Arce et al., 2015 University of Vigo Education sciences Psycho-educational, developmental, family, economic, institutional and
social factors. The main reasons for dropping out are related, among
others, to incompatibility at work, economic, university (environment,
teachers and difficulties) etc.

Romero-Rodríguez et al.,
2022

University of Granada Education sciences COVID-19

Gómez-García et al., 2022 University of Granada Education sciences The COVID-19 outbreak had an impact on the mental health of
university students, who experienced an abrupt change in teaching
methods as a result of the pandemic, which was associated with a decline
in their academic performance and even with dropping out of university.

Lizarte-Simón and
Gijón-Puerta, 2022

University of Granada Education sciences This study analyzed the dropout risk of first-year students at the
University of Granada. The results indicate significant differences within
the dimensions of academic and social integration, commitment to the
degree, university stress, academic counseling and motivation, financial
stress and academic effectiveness.

Álvarez, 2021 University of Granada Education and sport sciences The studies analyzed conclude that the causes of university dropout are
related to the students’ previous educational background, their
demographic characteristics, socio-economic level, time at university and
academic failure, the use of unsuitable learning methodologies, some
characteristics of the degrees studied, and the shortage of scholarships.

Zamora et al., 2020 University of Seville (Not specified) Students with a deep approach to learning and a positive view of their
future are more likely to persist in their studies than students with a
superficial approach to learning and a negative outlook on the future.

Source: Own elaboration.
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FIGURE 3

Causes of academic dropout in Spain. Source: Own elaboration.

it is necessary to address the different intervening factors through
research aimed at determining prior education, the usefulness
of university guidance, learning strategies and communication
skills.

Lack of social support is the second cause of dropout.
Accordingly, in our opinion, interventions to reduce university
dropout should encompass, among other factors, helping students
to access family support and to develop personal connections at

university to compensate for the absence of family support, as well
as academically focused support for students who do not have a
strong entry qualification (Sosu and Pheunpha, 2019). In the same
vein, Rovira and Bertrán (2018) concluded that university dropout
can be minimized through family support, but they also stress the
need for university students to be rooted in social capital emanating
from the peer group, to have enjoyed positive school experiences
and to be boosted by intra-ethnic associationism.
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FIGURE 4

Causes of academic dropout in Andalusia. Source: Own elaboration.

TABLE 7 Articles on proposals to prevent academic dropout in higher education.

References University Scope Proposals for prevention

Arco-Tirado et al., 2011 University of Granada Civil Engineering
Economics Pharmacy
Chemical Engineering

Tutoring sessions on planning and time management, cognitive
and metacognitive learning strategies, motivational strategies,
and the use of designed materials.

Gómez-Salazar and Álvarez
Gil, 2020

University of Granada Education sciences Workshops on collaboration between secondary education and
university centers in the pre-university stage.

Rovira and Bertrán, 2018 Autonomous University of
Barcelona

Education sciences Family support, social capital emanating from the peer group,
positive school experience, and the impetus received from
intra-ethnic associationism.

Source: Own elaboration.

While Arco-Tirado et al. (2011) propose tutoring sessions
on planning and time management, together with cognitive and
metacognitive learning strategies, motivational strategies and the
use of designed materials, Gómez-Salazar and Álvarez Gil (2020)
stress the need to anticipate the university stage by offering
collaborative workshops between secondary schools and university
centers at the pre-university stage to raise student awareness of the
curricula, professional opportunities, skills needed to carry out the
studies and those that will be achieved upon completion of their
degree program.

While present, socio-economic reasons or insufficient
scholarships are not the most significant causes of university
dropout in Spain or Andalusia (Álvarez, 2021). These factors are
very different between countries and national cultures, which
influence educational institutions and practices in many ways. It
therefore seems reasonable to assume that university dropout is
also influenced by differences in national cultures and different
levels of economic support (Troelsen and Laursen, 2014). The

evidence from the studies reviewed in this article shows that
obtaining more scholarships does not reduce the dropout rate
and that, in Spain, significant socio-economic gaps do not appear
to be a cause of dropout. From a negative social inheritance
perspective, this means that students at socio-economic risk in
Spain and Andalusia may drop out for exactly the same reasons as
the average student. Therefore, the university education system,
with its universalistic welfare intentions, seems to work.

6. Conclusion

Although the dropout rate from university studies in Spain
is around 21% (for first-year students) and is the highest among
its neighboring countries, research on this issue is lacking, with
only 25% of Spanish universities having carried out research on
this subject in the last 12 years. The studies analyzed in this
review conclude that the causes of university dropout are associated
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with low academic performance, poor social support in the new
academic environment, low socio-economic level, pessimism and
lack of motivation, together with other less significant factors
such as poor relationships with teachers, lack of vocation, work
incompatibility, and previous academic performance, among the
most frequently mentioned.

Despite the efforts of the researchers, the main limitations of
this work have been found in the search for empirical evidence, as
little scientific production has been detected to evaluate the results
from a correlational statistical point of view that would allow the
authors to analyze the relationship between the key words and
their implication in the identified axes (as we have mentioned,
only 25% of Spanish universities have carried out research on
this subject in the last 12 years). Therefore, it has been difficult
to contextualize research on university dropout in Spain and,
specifically, in the Autonomous Community of Andalusia, hence
the relevance of our study.

The theoretical basis of each of the studies analyzed, the
methods described, the universities and the students studied
have in turn been very varied and therefore very complex, so
another limitation was to synthesize the information. Despite the
limitations, the usefulness of the findings may be significant at the
higher education level, which could be useful for universities to
develop programmes to prevent university dropout.

However, it is important to note that these statistics are
simply average relative figures and do not show the heterogeneous
components between institutions within the Spanish higher
education system (i.e., different dropout rates according to the field
of study, university facilities, admission rules, etc.) or within the
same autonomous community.

Thus, the clearest line of future research would be to address
university dropout, either in all the universities of the Andalusian
Autonomous Community or at the national level, in order to obtain
conclusions that would allow us to establish correlations between
the different causes, territories or universities and, therefore, to find
out how widespread this phenomenon is in the different Spanish
autonomous communities.

Our study concludes that further research is needed on the
causes of university dropout and its prevention through family
support, anchoring students in their social roots, promoting
positive academic experiences, encouraging associations among
peers and, within the university, carrying out activities (such
as workshops and seminars) to improve planning and time
management, together with cognitive learning strategies,
motivational strategies and the use of advanced learning materials
[such as Information and Communication Technology (ICT)

tools]. In addition, prior to starting university, secondary
school students should be made aware of the curricula, career
opportunities, skills needed to pursue the studies and the
competences to be achieved upon completion of their studies.
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Factors contributing to university
dropout: a review

Oswaldo Lorenzo-Quiles *, Samuel Galdón-López and
Ana Lendínez-Turón

Faculty of Education and Sports Sciences, University of Granada, Melilla, Spain

Introduction:Dropout is one of the problems that the university education system
has to face every year. The educational community is involved in the reasons for
its trajectory as a social problem, which does not exempt any student in the world.
Its study and improvement of the education system is a key element in changing
the course of university dropout and alleviating its rapid growth in society.

Methodology: Using a quantitative and qualitative methodology, an attempt is
made to provide answers to the objectives pursued by the research.

Objectives: To analyze student satisfaction, to specify the causes of dropout, and
to determine the most appropriate authors on dropout by means of literature and
di�erent databases.

Conclusions: It is concluded that, are five main major components would be
behind university dropout: student adaptation, personality, socio-economic level,
teacher–student relationship, and quality in university education. With them come
certain sub-causes that must be taken into account for a better understanding
of the reasons for university dropout, such as demotivation, low self-esteem,
frustration, pregnancy, among others, reasons why their study is essential for their
future eradication.

KEYWORDS

higher education, university dropout, retention, university community, students

1. Introduction

University dropout is a phenomenon, as distinguished as it is problematic, worldwide

due to its high dropout rates. The Organization for Economic Co-operation and

Development (OECD, 2019) reports that 20% of students who start tertiary studies fail to

complete them. According to the latest statistics published by Eurostat (2020), Malta is the

country with the highest university dropout rate with 18.4%, followed by Spain with 18.3%,

and, in third place, Romania with 18.1%. If we examine the percentage of students who drop

out of a Bachelor’s degree, we can see that this percentage is increasing significantly, which

is a problem. In the latest report published by the Ministry of Education and Vocational

Training (MEFP, 2019), 30% of students drop out of Spanish universities, mainly during

the first year of studies. The dropout rate in the first year of a Bachelor’s degree, of the new

2014–2015 cohort, stands at 21.5%.

In this regard, in Spain, specifically in Andalusia, recent reports such as the one

published by the Independent Authority for Fiscal Responsibility (AIReF, 2020) show that

the university dropout rate in Andalusia is considerably higher than the average for the

Spanish university system as a whole. The above data, which are worrying if we bear in

mind that European institutions set themselves the target of reducing university dropout

rates to 10% by 2020, lead to multiple consequences at an academic and structural level in

higher education, as well as socio-economic effects, which can be seen in the student body,

the university institution, and the State as a whole (Agudo, 2017).
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When a student drops out of a degree program, he or she suffers

a situation of failure, which causes damage and psychological

suffering; a problem that extends to the family environment.

Similarly, the university institution is also affected, as the failure

of its student’s casts doubt on the effectiveness of the teaching

staff, the organization of the curriculum, the resources available,

etc. On the other hand, for the state, it means instability in the

higher education system that affects society as a whole, due to

the large economic costs it invests without achieving the expected

educational objectives for the population (González et al., 2007).

In times of economic hardship, capital plays a very important

role. Therefore, in terms of profitability, investment in education

ceases to be profitable if there are high levels of university dropouts

(Corominas, 2001).

Martínez (1999) and Carrera and Mazzarella (2001), in their

studies, make it possible to go to the heart of the phenomenon and

study it in its development. In order to understand and interpret

them, special attention must be paid to those agents (teachers, peer

groups, and family) who intervene as mediators in the students’

decision-making process, in order to know the effectiveness of their

actions in solving the problem of university dropout, among other

factors that will be presented later in the following sections.

Continuing along these lines, it is worth highlighting the

educational scenarios in which university dropout occurs, starting

with the types of dropout and the factors that influence them.

Beginning with the fate of students who drop out temporarily,

this gives rise to a new classification: internal or external dropout

(Elias, 2008).

Internal drop-out occurs when a student who has left a degree

program starts other studies at the same institution. In most cases

it happens during the first semesters as a consequence of choosing

a degree program based on incorrect motivations or not having

received adequate guidance before entering university (Torres,

2018; Hernández-Jiménez et al., 2020). However, if the student

starts studies at another institution, this generates what is known

as external dropout. According to Corominas (2001), the student

may continue to remain in the same degree program, although

for reasons of internal or external dissatisfaction, or due to life

circumstances, he or she moves to another university. It may also

happen that the student continues his or her academic training

in other types of studies at a lower level than university (training

cycles, non-regulated education, etc.).

On the other hand, there may be different situations for the

students themselves, especially for new students: It should be

emphasized that the student who is taking a degree may have

previously abandoned another degree or simply have passed a

specific test such as the EBAU. In this sense, a student starting

a university program may be in the situation of having to take

the whole academic load to obtain the degree or have a part of it

validated and, consequently, be able to access a higher course.

At a scientific level, it is necessary to consider both

characteristics, although special attention is paid to the most

numerous groups, as it is the one that enters the university system

without having previously left another degree and, therefore,

does not have any validated subjects. Project Alpha Guide, DCI-

ALA/2010/94 (2013) corroborates that, given the difficulty of

accurately selecting the group of students who have previously

abandoned a university degree, work is done on the students of a

new entry cohort, defined as: “The group of students who enroll

for the first time in the first year (semester) of the degree course

(degree) T at the University U in the academic period X” (p.

13). However, with the intention of showing the positive side of

the phenomenon to future newcomers to the system, studies on

university dropouts could take into consideration this group of

students who, after abandoning their studies and redirecting them,

manage to redirect their academic trajectory thanks to the option

of leaving the Higher Education system internally or externally.

In this sense, it can be seen that university dropout is a dynamic

phenomenon that is in continuous evolution. As can be observed

in the literature, university students can follow multiple trajectories

when leaving a higher education degree.

In order to achieve a better understanding of the phenomenon,

it is necessary to investigate the theoretical models that have been

developed throughout history, as well as their theories. For a better

understanding, we will point out the different theories and models

that provide the bases and factors that produce this phenomenon

in higher education classrooms.

2. Background and theoretical
framework

There are several attempts to build theoretical models to explain

the phenomenon of university dropout, which is a problem that the

current university system has to deal with.

These phenomena not only concern students, but also the

teaching staff, the institution, and family members, and in general

involve the entire university community. Some authors, such as De

Vries et al. (2011), Merlino et al. (2011), and more recent authors

such as Álvarez (2021), allude to both voluntary and involuntary

factors, causes that may or may not be related to the university

community itself, thereby implying a loss of capital for family

members, the school/university environment, and the country

itself, in addition to the feeling of frustration. Therefore, they

relate it to personal causes, such as the motivation of the students

themselves and their own academic performance, due to pregnancy

or poor integration of the student, lack of motivation and loss of

interest in studies, low self-esteem, among others (Merlino et al.,

2011; Álvarez, 2021; Lorenzo, 2021).

In this sense, frustration plays a very important role in cases

of university dropout, as studies show that 45% of students who

have dropped out are due to fear, stress, and difficulties encountered

in the content; on the other hand, 51% have been due to physical

and mental exhaustion (Vera and Álvarez, 2022). These causes are

common among university students, due to the various obligations

that the degrees demand, as well as other types of work or

social commitments. These causes were raised by authors such as

Estrada et al. (2017), which he called academic burnout, where this

academic, personal, and mental exhaustion endangers the quality

of life and wellbeing of university students.

Although university burnout is more prone to occur at

school age, it also occurs in the university environment and its

study should be considered, which is not only perceived on a

mental level, but also on physical levels such as muscle pain,

headaches, or sleep disorders (Vera and Álvarez, 2022). The

multiple emotional, mental, and physical causes are present in
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FIGURE 1

Maslow’s pyramid.

the university community and their risk is not exempt to any

of the students, taking care of motivation, self-esteem, student

satisfaction, and satisfaction in their work and themselves are key

to personal and emotional development, making it an essential

premise in order to keep students in university institutions.

With an emphasis on motivation and academic performance,

combating the emotional disturbance produced by the burnout

effect is fundamental. There are direct links between the motivation

of the student body and the academic performance of students.

On the one hand, they have to meet the demands of university

courses, which leads to situations of stress, anxiety, etc. (Vera and

Álvarez, 2022), directly affecting students’ academic performance,

demotivating them, and causing them to feel negative and insecure,

which ends up leading them to drop out of their studies.

Motivation in students is essential for the achievement of

their educational goals and their future attainment of their

corresponding degree. This makes it necessary to highlight

Maslow’s Pyramid (Figure 1), which supports the needs of human

beings for their own motivation (Turienzo, 2016).

Firstly, there are the students’ basic or physiological needs, food,

maintaining their own health, and rest. Next, the need for security,

feeling safe and protected, having a job, among others. Social

needs, where affective development, association, acceptance, and

affection are involved. On the other hand, the need for self-esteem,

where we find the recognition of the person, confidence, respect,

and success and the one at the top, the need for self-realization,

referring to the development of the potential of students, refers

to confidence, respect, and self-recognition, this last step has had

several problems for its own verification, as indicated by the author

Turienzo (2016), this is so because happiness is something that is

relative and variable.

Taking this pyramid into account, it is clear how essential it is to

motivate students, to consider their needs and not to ignore those

signs that can give us clues about their situation, promoting quality

education, understanding different scenarios, and avoiding, as far

as possible, that students drop out of their careers.

All these factors that affect students on a personal and social

level are not only exempt in Spain, it is a worrying issue at a global

level, as Lydner (2022) explains in his research, where the problem

is reflected throughout the American territory, which ensures that

it has been a severe problem for two decades and that it should not

be kept as an isolated case. In this case, emotional factors have been

one of the main causes, together with feelings of failure and guilt.

In another study by Weinstock (2017), he reiterates some of

the statements made above, emphasizing that one of the main

causes is depression. The data obtained from 10 US universities and

1,100 first-year students, where depression was one of their first

choices for university dropout, caused by the pressure to perform

well both academically and in their extracurricular activities. Of

all students entering universities in the United States, research

shows that twenty-five percent (25%) have achieved the minimum

American College Test (ACT) threshold in all four subjects. On

average, very few students are able to meet the threshold for all of

their high school classes (Polumbo, 2017).

With all these statements, it is important to study the

importance of the study, in order to continue to deepen the

fundamental role of the education system and the way it combats

university dropout, improving and achieving its future eradication.

Looking at the literature, we find that several authors

throughout this century have tried to find answers to the causes that

lead university students to abandon their academic education.

2.1. Models of university dropout

These models presented by the authors can be distinguished

into five main approaches: adaptive models, psycho-

pedagogical model, organizational model, economist model,

and interactionist model.

- Adaptation or sociological model: family background

and personal attributes of the pre-university experience

are involved. These characteristics combine to influence

commitment to the institution, as well as achieving the

ultimate goal of graduation or graduation (Himmel, 2018).

This model is underpinned by Durkheim’s theories of suicide.

Which implies that students break directly with the social

system due to their lack of integration in the university

community (Viale, 2014). Therefore, this model covers those

students who have not adapted and have therefore dropped

out of the degree program.

- Psychopedagogical model: the main characteristic of this

model refers to the personality traits of university students,

distinguishing between those who complete their degree and

those who do not. Student failure is determined in this case by

the psychological characteristics of the student him/herself.

- Economist model: this model is based on the application of

the cost-benefit approach. It argues that the investment of

time and money does not always generate social and economic

benefits for university students.

- Organizational model: this model argues that dropout depends

on the qualities of the organization in social integration, and

more particularly on the dropout of the students who enter it.
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FIGURE 2

Personal and pre-university variables that make up the psychological model of university dropout. Based on Pedraza (2021).

It emphasizes the quality of the teaching and the active learning

process in the classroom (Himmel, 2018).

- Interactionalist model: where it is understood that the main

reason for university students dropping out lies in the way

they interact with their teachers and classmates. Tinto (1987)

already started from the idea of interaction between classmates

and between teacher and student, since the greater the

interaction between these groups, the greater the possibility of

students finishing their studies.

Knowing some of the factors associated with dropout and

patterns, it is worth highlighting how all these factors could

be classified.

On the one hand, there are those related to the students

themselves, stressing the importance of age, gender, ethnicity and

even themarital status of the students. Al Ghanboosi and Alqahtani

(2013), in their studies to discover the dropout variables, look at the

data from the explorations published annually in two universities

in the United Arab Emirates and the information from the data

obtained to determine that university dropout mainly affects

younger students, given their low vocational maturity. Notably,

82% of students entering university are under 25 years old (OECD,

2017). Authors such as García de Fanelli (2014), after carrying out

a literature review of different sources published between 2002 and

2012, highlight that non-traditional students above the age of 25

also drop out of university. However, the causes of these dropouts

are different because they are mainly attributed to the need to

allocate time to work and family. In the work of Severiens and Dam

(2012), the causes of female dropouts are often attributed to caring

for family or children. Men, however, drop out of school in order

to enter the world of work. Thus, drop-out can be attributed to the

gender of the students. In general terms, research shows that male

dropouts prevail over female dropouts, even though the percentage

of men enrolled in university is lower (Rodriguez, 2013).

Numerous studies show that certain populations made up of

ethnic minorities or specific groups, such as people with difficulties

and highly competitive athletes, have a higher risk of dropping

out of university (Gairín et al., 2013; Fonseca and García, 2016). It

should also be taken into account that belonging to an ethnic group

implies having a different mother tongue from the official language

in which classes are taught; in other cases, it entails suffering

experiences of discrimination and prejudice that have negative
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consequences not only on learning outcomes, but also on students’

social adaptation (Abbate, 2008; Cabrera et al., 2014). Based on

this deduction, Planas et al. (2011) point out the importance of

promoting tutorial action that contributes to the personalization of

education, attending to the integrity of the individual, predicting

learning difficulties in studies, and avoiding phenomena such as

university dropout as a result of adjusting the educational response

to the specific needs of students.

At this point, the aspects inherent to students’ pre-university

academic training should be pointed out, as they have repercussions

on their university careers. In general, not much attention has

been paid to the process developed by students prior to dropping

out of their studies and the analysis of the factors that influence

the intention to drop out has been neglected in order to carry

out preventive programs. Reducing university dropout requires a

thorough understanding of the phenomenon as a whole, which

implies the analysis of academic factors prior to entering university,

such as the information received to choose a degree, the university

entrance grade, the type of studies taken, and the center of origin.

Duque et al. (2013) conducted a quantitative study in three Catalan

universities in order to identify the factors that influence the

trajectory of students and their relationship with the intention to

drop out. The study shows that 51% of students had considered

dropping out of their studies at some point, with the most common

reasons for dropping out being the wrong choice of degree program

and a discrepancy in expectations.

Generally speaking, students have difficulty in making a career

choice at 17 or 18 years of age (Nieman, 2013; García, 2014) or do

not obtain adequate information to make this important decision

(Castejón et al., 2015; García and Adrogué, 2015). In this regard,

Silver Wolf et al. (2017) argue that more information and guidance

prior to entry could reduce the rate of early dropout. Students

who are more likely to drop out in the first year should receive

more detailed information about the content of the course to be

taught so that high levels of stress and frustration are not generated,

which have an unfavorable impact on the decision to stay in their

chosen degree program (Meyer and Thomsen, 2018). The choice

of a degree program, on the other hand, is influenced by the

entrance qualification required by each institution. The entrance

qualification is also presented as a variable that influences dropout,

as there is a close relationship between prior academic performance

and university performance. In fact, there are many studies that

confirm that prior academic performance is significantly correlated

with performance in university studies, with the highest correlation

being found in technical and experimental degrees. According

to Puertas Cañaveral and De Oliveira Sá (2017), having higher

grades in Compulsory Secondary Education and Baccalaureate

significantly reduces the risk of dropping out of university.

Figure 2 shows the relationship between the variables that

make up the psychological model of university dropout. On closer

examination, it can be seen that this model includes each of the

personal and inherent aspects of pre-university academic training

mentioned above.

From the sociological model we focus specifically on family

aspects. According to Spady (1970), the student’s pathway not

only depends on the psychological characteristics mentioned above,

but is also influenced by external factors such as the family

environment, which sometimes hinders the student’s integration

TABLE 1 Databases used.

Source Descriptor Results

ERIC University

dropout

213

https://eric.ed.gov/

Web of Science University

dropout

1,535

https://www.webofscience.com/

wos/alldb/basic-search

Google Scholar University

dropout

31,100

https://scholar.google.es/

Total 32,848

into the Higher Education system. After reviewing the literature,

we observed that the size of the family, the type of housing, the

educational and economic level of the parents, the cultural capital,

and the presence of difficulties, constitute the family aspects with

the greatest influence on university dropout.

Another factor to take into account in university dropout

is the educational level of the parents. Stephens et al. (2012),

after conducting a principal components study, found that

the probability of dropping out of a degree decreases the

higher the educational level of the family. The literature reflects

the importance of the parents’ educational level, particularly

the mother’s educational level. Marchesi (2000) considers that

mothers attach greater importance to academic duties and are

more concerned about their children’s performance, orienting

them toward continuing their studies. Therefore, when mothers’

academic level is higher, children perceive greater support for their

studies and seek to achieve the goal of graduating.

Previously, Castejón and Pérez (1998) stated that this effect is

due to the decision made by fathers to delegate their children’s

education to their mothers. Closely linked to the parents’

educational level is the family’s cultural capital. This refers to the

set of social positions or assets that it possesses thanks to the right

to education, such as the availability of economic resources, access

to the internet or family relationships marked by discussions that

promote knowledge. All this accumulation of cultural knowledge

has a significant influence on students’ academic results, favoring

adaptation. In this sense, it is worth noting that, in recent decades,

access to the Internet has become a powerful cause of inequality

(Garbanzo, 2007). People who have economic resources of this type

are more prepared to adapt to the knowledge society, as they have a

very important added value, which is the possibility of broadening

their culture.

Sometimes, students’ careers are interrupted by the presence

of family difficulties that generate discouragement. Despite their

low frequency, there are situations, such as the appearance of an

illness or the death of a family member, which lead students to

make the decision to abandon their university studies (Rodríguez-

Pineda and Zamora-Araya, 2020). In line with Severiens and Dam

(2012), students who are more affected by situations of this type

are women, as they feel the need to take care of the family. Other

family variables associated with female dropouts are pregnancy,

childbirth, and marriage.
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FIGURE 3

PRISMA flow chart. Source: Own elaboration.

Finally, through the economistic model, the influence of socio-

economic aspects that hinder students’ academic development

is accentuated. The scientific literature emphasizes the student’s

purchasing power, their employment situation, the way they

finance their studies, the lack of economic resources to cover

transport costs, tuition, materials, among others, and family

responsibilities in the presence of economic difficulties. In a

qualitative analysis of 25 semi-structured interviews, Lehmann

(2007) observes that middle-class students experience academic

difficulties during their university studies. These difficulties may

be the result of a lack of social integration, which causes

students to have doubts about their ability to achieve a university

degree (Aries and Seider, 2005); or the result of not having

sufficient financial resources to pay for the costs of university

(Ariño and Llopis, 2011). Fortunately, students who come from

affluent families are more likely to pass higher education (MDSyF,
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FIGURE 4

Distribution of articles by year. Source: Own elaboration.

2003), and thus obtain a better employment situation (Lehmann,

2007).

It is worth noting that the opportunities offered by the labor

market are not equal for men and women. According to an OECD

(2010) statistical report, women with university degrees earn only

71% of what men earn. This results in students’ decision-making.

Severiens and Dam (2012) state that, in the presence of family

difficulties, men enter the labor market earlier than women in

order to be able to obtain greater economic benefits. Even without

higher education, the economic benefits for men are higher than

for women without a university degree (Jacob, 2002; Evers and

Mancuso, 2006).

It is true that combining studies with work is a complicated

task, as it requires a lot of time. Therefore, the risk of dropout

in students who work is higher (Sevilla et al., 2010; Íñiguez et al.,

2016). Through an analysis, Castaño et al. (2008) reveal that being

financially dependent on oneself as a student increases the risk of

dropping out of university. However, working in the last year of the

degree does not affect this, and it is possible to combine academic

and work responsibilities.

On the other hand, Gury (2011) pays special attention to the

number of hours students spend working. After conducting a

statistical analysis of historical dropout events in Bolivian Higher

Education, the author states that working part-time during the first

years of university increases the probability of dropping out, after

which it remains insignificant. Those students who support their

studies thanks to financial aid from parents or a financial institution

are less likely to drop out (Jones-White et al., 2014; Ononye and

Bong, 2018). However, if we analyze the scholarship system in

Spain, we observe that there is an imbalance between the cost of

enrolment and the aid provided by the state. In 2009, the average

cost per ECTS credit in Spanish public universities was e13.85,

which increased to e18.51 in 2015. This difference of almost e5

meant an increase in tuition fees, from e800 to more than e1,100.

Despite this, the amount of study grants remained at the same

levels as in the academic year 2006/2007 and only 27% of students

received grants (CRUE, 2016).

Moreover, on certain occasions, students who receive a grant

do not achieve the average mark required by the administration

and are excluded from the criteria to obtain the grant for the

next academic year. This fact causes substantial changes in the

students, who consider the decision to drop out due to the increase

that a new enrolment implies (Sacristán, 2018). The difference

becomes greater as the student fails and has to enroll repeatedly

in the same subject. But it should be borne in mind that changes

in personal and family conditions are strongly associated with

socio-economic aspects that influence university dropout. Long

et al. (2006) emphasize that unexpected situations such as the loss

of the breadwinner’s job, the death of the father or the need to

enter the world of work are factors that prevent students from

continuing their university studies, as they are obliged to support

their families. The socio-economic variables referred to above show

the vulnerability of various groups of students who do not have

a solid family structure to help them alleviate the effects of these

variables on their university careers. This situation should be taken

into account by educational institutions and government policies

on Higher Education, which tend to allocate subsidies to university

access and not so much to permanence (Pedraza, 2021).

On the other hand, the variables that depend on the subject

and institution itself pay special attention to the characteristics of

the curricula, the human, and material resources that institutions

possess, the quality of teaching, and the interpersonal relationships

that occur in the classroom between students and teachers

(Pedraza, 2021). It should be noted that the multiplicity of

curricula in different institutions makes it difficult to analyses

the organizational variables that interfere with students’ university

careers (Fonseca and García, 2016). Even so, several authors such as

Tejedor and García-Valcárcel (2007) analyses which organizational
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variables interfere in the academic performance of students

belonging to different types of institutions: sciences, biomedical,

social sciences, economics-legal, and arts. After carrying out linear

combinations between the different variables, the authors observe

that the excessive number of subjects that students must take and

the 4-month nature of these subjects have an impact on their low

performance. Moreover, given the intrinsic difficulty of the subjects

and the demands of the teachers, students suffer from stress and

anxiety, which generates doubts about their intellectual capacity

to successfully complete their chosen degree. Unfortunately, when

the number of failures prevails over the number of passes, students

decide to drop out rather than extend their study plan over time

(Esteban et al., 2017).

On the other hand, the excessive number of assignments and

exams throughout the degree increases the level of frustration

of students, as it generates too much academic workload that

they must combine with their family and work life (Castillo,

2010). Other organizational variables that affect students’ academic

performance are the lecturer/student ratio, the class schedule and

the number of practical classes (Tejedor and García-Valcárcel,

2007). Higher education institutions should create spaces where

teachers can meet with students, give them feedback on the

academic activities developed and produce new activities that allow

them to apply knowledge to concrete situations in order to favor

the creation of academic and social networks that help to improve

the educational climate. Actions of this kind are essential during

the first year of studies. Students entering university for the first

time tend to suffer from “academic shock” due to the change

between high school and university. Along these lines, university

classes are dedicated to instruction, students have to organize their

studies on their own, manage their time and academic resources, as

well as combine their academic life with outside activities or work

(Lorenzo and Zaragoza, 2010).

Tejedor and García-Valcárcel (2007) point out that the

lack of individualized treatment, pedagogical deficiencies, the

development of inadequate activities, the lack of clarity of

exposition, the lack of information on assessment criteria and the

poor use of didactic resources are factors inherent to teachers,

which determine the poor university performance of students.

It is therefore advisable for teachers to provide information

about the assignments and exams to be developed, to comply

with the assessment criteria and to leave aside subjectivity in

marking. Tutoring and educational guidance sessions throughout

the university stage allow students to develop intellectual skills

that favor their academic performance (Doerschuk et al., 2016).

This support should be provided by teaching staff who are

able to interact with students (Lázaro, 2003) and/or upper-level

university students who are able to create supportive relationships

(Mori, 2012). It should be noted that peer support is a process

of accompaniment that helps to overcome fears, frustrations,

anxieties, or other barriers that prevent the correct development of

university life.

Therefore, many studies have tried to analyze the individual,

social, economic, and institutional variables that influence the

final decision to drop out (García and Adrogué, 2015). Most

impact scientific research has focused on variables such as

students’ academic and professional expectations (Díaz et al., 2019),

integration into their new educational environment (Bernardo

et al., 2016), socioeconomic circumstances of the students and

their families (Sosu and Pheunpha, 2019), and finally the academic

performance. This is one of the most prominent variables in the

scientific literature (Gutierrez et al., 2015).

2.2. Dropout prevention and strategies
from school to higher education

Given the high dropout rates at universities, many schools

and faculties have adopted and implemented various dropout

prevention strategies and programs. This topic has been studied for

the last two decades and numerous plans and programs have been

proposed, in addition to other types of avenues being explored to

curb the problem.

Many of these programs have been developed to anticipate the

key to student dropout and poor or non-attendance. However, in

the literature, the authors are those who priorities addressing these

issues before arrival in the classroom or at the beginning of higher

education, where such tests are very effective and give results that

show a reduction in dropout rates in students. On the other hand,

more personalized tests have been proven to be more successful in

the long term (Cerda-Navarro et al., 2017).

Other ways suggested by the authors Huntington and Gill

(2020), are to reduce drop-out rates among students by tutoring

them in those subjects that best suit their potential. Thus, offering

them greater counseling for those who want it.

On the other hand, several authors argue that such monitoring

should be considered before students reach higher education,

creating, and attempting to remedy dropout by early identification

of any factors associated with the potential for dropout.

“Through personalization of education, teachers and the

academic body as a whole must work together to increase the

chances of success in students’ academic pursuits while creating

a supportive and caring learning environment” (Cholewa and

Ramaswami, 2015, p. 206).

This would not only involve the student, but also implies that

teachers help in the resolution of personal problems they may face.

These solutions also lie with the family (Terry, 2008), where good

family support and family involvement are key determinants of the

choices students make. Poor support from teachers or parents often

encourages students’ disdain and increases their willingness to drop

out of school.

3. Objectives

In view of the above, the following objectives are proposed:

3.1. To identify the different factors that cause university drop-

outs by using new technologies and by looking at the

literature and scientific databases.

3.2. Determine the most appropriate authors on the topic

of university dropout using scientific literature and

different databases.
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FIGURE 5

Reason for remaining in university studies.

FIGURE 6

Keyword.

4. Materials and methods

In line with the aim of the project and the objectives pursued,

this study attempts to respond to both basic research parameters

(identifying, analyzing, and explaining teachers’ training itineraries,

their projection toward reducing dropout, and connection with

digital competence and ICT use), and applied research (creation

of digital tools and contents and elaboration of recommendations

and proposals for training with a transnational perspective and

ICT use).

The following questions have been used as a starting point to

determine the goals of the review:

What are the causes of university dropout?

What instruments are needed to collect this information?

A period of the last 5 years, from 2018 to 2022, inclusive, has

been considered in order to observe the different tools used.

The research was carried out using the Web of Science digital

platform; ERIC, as the database specializing in education; and

following Wu and Sarker (2022) the database Google Scholar

was also used. The key words that guided the review were those

associated with university dropout (Table 1).

The search was carried out with the aim of narrowing down, the

following inclusion criteria were taken into account:
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1. Papers published between 2018 and 2022.

2. Quantitative, qualitative, or mixed studies.

3. Articles in English or Spanish.

4. Full text available.

5. Directly related to the research objective, i.e., including one

or more search terms related to the questions posed in the

planning phase.

6. Open access.

With these criteria, the information was filtered, discarding

articles that did not contain information related to the object of

study. Figure 3 shows the flow chart of the search and selection

process following the PRISMA guidelines, the purpose of which was

to ensure transparency and clarity.

5. Results

The results of the research are presented below, firstly

quantitative and then qualitative, based on the answers to the

questions posed above. Following the proposed methodology,

the most recent articles were selected, classified, and organized

in a matrix where the most relevant information was included.

The following figure shows the annual distribution of the

selected articles.

As can be seen in Figure 4, the importance that this construct

has been gaining over the years is notorious, especially in 2021,

with a quite noticeable increase, so it can be seen how in the

different databases its research has been growing and therefore, the

consideration given to this topic.

On the other hand, the information extraction procedure

involved a reading of the articles to determine their contribution to

the resolution of the research questions in order to compare them

qualitatively (Okoli and Schabram, 2010).

The data that can be visualized in Figure 5 explain some of

the reasons that led students who were studying for a degree

in Primary Education and students who had completed their

studies to consider abandoning their studies at some point during

their studies. This is worrying data that allows us to foresee and

investigate further into the main reasons for dropping out. In this

review, they all agreed on three main reasons: lack of interest, lack

of motivation of the students themselves. On the other hand, there

are reasons such as the university career itself or lack of time.

As can be seen in Figure 6, the results obtained from the

thematic content were based on a keyword, “university dropout,”

which has been filtered using the guidelines mentioned above,

in order to have a better selection of articles and studies. In

the figure, we can see how by introducing the keyword, several

studies appear, highlighting the increase in the year 2021, in all the

databases collated. Three databases, ERIC, Web of Science (WOS),

and Google Scholar, have been considered for the search.

6. Discussion

Several authors have attempted to link psychological and

social factors. Fall and Roberts (2012) unified these factors

TABLE 2 Data collection instruments.

Instruments for data collection

Collection

instruments

scientific

Interviews: qualitative interviews. The individual interviews will

be semi-structured, biographical, in-depth, and will be recorded

on a tape recorder. Electronic support.

As for the group interview, they are applied to groups of the

collectives (community The study of the role of the university,

families, school, dropout students), allowing to reveal meanings

that only emerge in the realm of debate and negotiation of

meanings.

Questionnaires: the questionnaire on student drop-out

(desertion) and retention, resulting from an adaptation of Chain’s

(1995) questionnaire on university students and school

trajectories. It consists of 59 items grouped into five

information-gathering sections and also incorporates indicative

information on its objective and response procedure.

Technological

instruments

Survey monkey: based on enterprise data collection and analysis

solutions for use on Android and iOS computers and mobile

devices to manage data on university drop-outs.

In addition to all this, a specific social network has been created

for communication Instruments between participants, a dynamic

website has been created and is operational, statistics and

cartographies have been created, and curricular digital content

has been created for the improvement of the teacher training in

digital competence and ICT

through a model for developing higher student motivation

called “Self-System Mode of Motivational Development”

(SSMMD). This theory integrates social factors, such as the

support students have from their parents and teachers, which

are determining factors in students’ decisions to drop out

of school.

Likewise, it has been observed in several studies that support

from family, teachers, and the institution itself is often one of

the reasons why students regain their motivation, even when they

have academic difficulties, reducing dropout levels in institutions

(Martínez and Álvarez, 2005; Fall and Roberts, 2012).

It is interesting to note that factors such as self-esteem and self-

concept that led to school failure (frustration) or absenteeism are

important for the aforementioned psychological variables, which

according to several studies are directly related to student dropout

(Martínez and Álvarez, 2005; Barbero, 2016).

On the other hand, it is necessary to highlight those factors that

depend on the institution, factors related to all those supports that

accompany the student in the course of their education. To curb

university dropout, institutions have addressed several strategies,

one of which is the systematic monitoring of the characteristics

and performance of students (Munizaga, 2018), accompanying

them in their process with devices for higher education. Such

initiatives are intended to reduce dropout rates and increase

retention rates.

In a study carried out at the University of Valencia (Chiva et al.,

2016), they suggest that students’ satisfaction with their Bachelor’s

Degrees in Education is due to the changes that the institutions

have made to improve their degree, those related to the provision

of information and knowledge of the professional opportunities

available to them.
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7. Conclusions

The main conclusions of this research are, firstly, that the

main causes are due to the most personal aspects of the

students themselves. These causes involve psychological and social

factors, such as stress, anxiety, frustration and demotivation,

socio-economic level, socio-family context, and personal factors,

including institutional factors. These are the reasons why

thousands of students around the world often drop out of

their studies.

In this sense, it is understood that psychological factors prevail

in the causes of dropout, whether due to a poor adaptation to

university or to the difficulty involved in the degree studied by

the student. Another of the reasons why students are discouraged

and frustrated is due to their own perception of themselves,

their sociability with the university community, where some, even

though they have had a period of adaptation, have not managed to

integrate into university life, which leads them to decide to abandon

their studies.

Finally, it should be noted that most students, despite these

types of characteristics associated with dropping out, have good

impressions of the degrees they have studied. These reasons are

encouraged by the students’ own expectations, interests, needs,

and demands, as they understand that the institutions meet the

expectations and educational quality that they themselves demand

and need for their adequate training.

In this way, by reiterating the motivation of the students, they

are able to continue their studies and are more able to continue to

hold on to the positive premises that their careers bring, both in

terms of education and socio-economic future, and are motivated

and motivated to continue their studies.

Supported by the institution itself and its environment, which

encourages the retention of students for the completion of their

degrees and decreasing the negative feelings that lead them to drop

out of their studies.

Higher education is the engine of developed societies; therefore,

the greatest contribution of this study is to provide an in-depth

analysis of the variables involved in higher education dropout. This

will help the agents involved in processes such as the creation

and execution of strategies and policies to make the appropriate

decisions to improve the situation regarding higher education.

8. Limitations and future perspectives

One of the limitations found in this study is the use of only one

variable for the study. In future studies, it is intended to consider

other types of variables in order to broaden the spectrum of the

study of this topic and make it more complete.

The second limitation refers to the fact that this study refers

to the linguistic immersion in the Web of Science and Scopus

databases, although it is true that these two databases are extensive

and cover many similar studies already related to the subject of the

study, it would be advisable to explore other databases in order

to make up for this limitation, in this sense and linking with

future proposals, the exploration of other databases will be included

in other similar research, in this way investigating more about

university dropout at a national level and in foreign universities.

In addition, for future research, it is intended to collect

empirical data that will provide an objective view of all these

variables involved in university dropout. As can be seen in

Table 2, there are different instruments that will be used for data

collection. Therefore, one of the main limitations is that the meta-

analysis has not been carried out. However, it will correspond

to the future of this research, since at this moment it is in the

theoretical conceptualization.
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a review”.
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university students
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The abandonment of university studies is a problem that affects the balance 
and correct organization of university systems throughout the world and that 
has undesirable personal consequences in advanced societies. Dropping out of 
school has a multidimensional explanation. Among the causes, associated with 
each other, that originate it, the following factors stand out: psychological, social, 
economic, psycho-pedagogical, institutional, and didactic. Studying how all 
these dimensions act and relate to each other in specific cases of people who 
drop out of Higher Education, helps us to better understand the phenomenon 
and to develop prevention measures in university institutions. This text presents 
the results of biographical-narrative research carried out among the student 
population in a situation of abandonment of the universities of Andalusia that 
has allowed us to recover 22 stories of abandonment carried out by as many ex-
students who were enrolled in any of the nine universities. Andalusians publish 
in any of the different university degree studies. The biographical texts have 
been subjected to narrative analysis to achieve personal exemplifications and 
characterize paradigmatic cases of relationship between the dimensions of the 
problem, using concept mapping to present the outcomes.

KEYWORDS

dropout, higher education, concept mapping, narrative methodology, biographical 
method

1. Introduction

There is great international concern about student retention in higher education institutions, 
especially in recent years (Foster and Francis, 2020; Casanova et al., 2021), being also a concern 
for Spain and its universities (Lizarte, 2017a, 2020; Lizarte and Fernández, 2020). Dropout 
undoubtedly occurs as an interconnected result of social, family, economic and personal factors 
that students experience when they abandon their university studies, and it needs to be analyzed 
in terms of the specific geographical and socio-economic contexts. For example, in the context 
of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), which includes Spain, the opening up of areas 
of free movement of workers and the transparency and transferability of university degrees is 
also a factor that has generated a global adaptation of the university system, of its organization 
in the European Credits Tansfer System (ECTS) credit system, and of the teaching methodologies 
appropriate for competence-based training (Gijón Puerta and Crisol Moya, 2012; Lizarte and 
Gijón, 2019).

Early dropout affects all areas of knowledge and all higher education institutions, both 
public and private. Its influence on the survival of university institutions is also high – especially 
in private institutions – and it occupies the education policy agendas of developed countries and 
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emerging economies. In the case of the European Union, the so-called 
2030 Agenda has set targets related to the reduction of early school 
leaving, as a generic concept in this case, comprising the population 
aged 18–24 who are not in or have dropped out of tertiary education.

In terms of university dropouts, the most recent data from the 
Spanish Ministry of Universities put the dropout rate at between 
13 and 11% – for those under 30 years of age – of students at 
Spanish universities who entered in the 2015/16 academic year. 
These figures are like those of other OECD countries (Fernández 
Mellizo, 2022) and represent a strong negative impact on the 
quality of higher education. This study indicates as factors involved 
in early drop-out (between the first, second and third year for 
4-year degrees), some family or individual factors, academic 
performance in the first year of the degree, tuition fees, age and 
socio-economic level. Courses requiring fewer qualifications for 
entry have higher drop-out rates, and the size of the university also 
seems to be related to drop-out rates (the larger the university, the 
higher the drop-out rate).

The international literature has progressively included different 
views on drop-out in higher education. For this reason, a brief 
terminological clarification is needed. Having a single definition of 
“University Desertion” is certainly complicated, as there are different 
perspectives on abandonment and multiple factors that can influence 
the decision to drop out. International literature provides various 
conceptualizations of the phenomenon of student abandonment, 
including terms such as desertion, retention and persistence (Bäulke 
et al., 2022) or procastination (Bäulke et al., 2021). These terms are 
defined differently, although they are sometimes used interchangeably. 
Generally speaking, “level of retention” refers to the rate at which 
students remain at a given institution, while “persistence” refers to the 
completion of a degree and the award of a qualification, irrespective 
of whether they have changed institution or degree.

Different authors have approached the concept of dropout from 
different perspectives. For example, González and Uribe (2002) has 
presented dropouts according to: their duration – temporary dropouts 
are called partial and permanent dropouts are called total – and 
according to whether they affect a university or the entire higher 
education system – institutional dropouts are associated with a single 
institution, and systemic dropouts when they involve leaving higher 
education for good. –.

In relation to the point in time at which desertion occurs, the 
threshold applied varies: from using the time of desertion regardless 
of when it occurs, to using 3, 2, or 1 year desertion data (Fernández 
Mellizo, 2022). In this sense, a large part of the studies on dropout 
have agreed that university dropout occurs mainly in the first year 
(Corominas Rovira, 2001; Pierella et al., 2020; Wild and Heuling, 
2020). The first weeks of school are decisive because there is a higher 
risk of dropping out due to the multitude of internal and external 
factors that intervene in the course of adaptation, which is more 
accentuated among students with lower degrees of self-perception and 
regulation in psychosocial and academic areas (Lizarte Simón and 
Gijón Puerta, 2022).

Tinto (1982) defines dropout as a situation faced by a student who 
aspires to and fails to complete his or her educational project at 
university, and a dropout as a student who has no academic activity 
for three consecutive semesters. We will use this concept of “desertion,” 
focusing on university drop-out in the first and second year of a 
degree programme.

The literature of the last four decades has generated very different 
explanatory models of the process of student drop-out in higher 
education. Since the 1960s, a wide variety of models have been 
developed to try to explain dropout in higher education, which are 
grouped into different perspectives: psychological, sociological, 
structural and organizational, adaptation (integration), psycho-
pedagogical, structural perspective, adaptation (integration), ability to 
pay, or link, nexus and university choice (Berlanga et al., 2018; see 
Figure 1).

Based on recent reviews of the existing literature on explanatory 
models of dropout (Figuera Gazo and Torrado Fonseca, 2012; Torrado 
Fonseca, 2012; Berlanga et al., 2018; Torrado Fonseca and Figuera 
Gazo, 2019) it is possible to establish the existence of a solid body of 
doctrine on dropout in higher education. The Student Integration 
Model developed by Spady (1970), Tinto (2010), and do Nicoletti 
(2019), and Bean’s Student Attrition Model (Bean and Metzner, 1985) 
will be the two basic models from which the research on dropout, 
integration, attrition and dessertion has been developed in higher 
education, organized around several factors that each model 
structures differently.

Irrespective of the models we  select, several factors related to 
dropout in higher education are recurrent. Thus, based on the work 
of Lizarte and other authors in the international sphere (Lizarte, 
2017b, 2020; Barroso et al., 2022; Lizarte Simón and Gijón Puerta, 

FIGURE 1

Dimensions grouping the explanatory models of dropout and 
authors related to each dimension. From Berlanga (2014).
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2022) we can establish a set of factors related to early dropout in 
higher education, which will allow us to organize the narrative data 
that we will obtain from the application of in-depth interviews, as 
detailed in the methodological section. In Figure 2 we present the 
most relevant factors from the literature (Berlanga et al., 2018; Barroso 
et al., 2022), grouped into dimensions: (a) Biographical and socio-
demographic attributes; (b) Self-perceptions prior to entry; (c) Goals 
and commitment; (d) Experiences in the institution; (e) and academic 
and social integration.

Regardless of the explanatory models of dropout, there are several 
strategies that universities carry out to overcome dropout, but there 
are no general protocols to prevent it (Lizarte Simón and Gijón Puerta, 

2022). Based on the latest reports from various Andalusian 
universities, the creation of Guidance Units at the faculties is presented 
as one of the aid plans that best works avoid cases of abandonment. 
Orientation is part of the educational process and has become an 
indicator of the quality and functioning of university systems (Vidal 
et al., 2002).

As an example, we present the Guidance Unit of the Faculty of 
Educational Sciences of the University of Granada (Villena et  al., 
2013), whose most relevant tasks can be grouped into three categories: 
(a) Care program to the Baccalaureates (reception and attention of 
Baccalaureate students in the faculty, organizing open days, attention 
to counselors of Secondary Education Schools, or participation in 

FIGURE 2

Factors related to early dropout and their dimensions. Source from Berlanga (2014), Lizarte (2020), Barroso et al. (2022), and Lizarte Simón and Gijón 
Puerta (2022).
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lectures at Secondary Education Schools); (b) Program of professional 
opportunities (general planning of activities on professional 
opportunities for the different degrees, organization of employment 
preparation workshops -preparation of the curriculum vitae, 
professional interview, information on jobs-); (c) Assistance program 
for students with disabilities (list of professors-tutors and students 
with specific educational support, information and awareness needs 
for the university community regarding university students with 
disabilities); (d) Support program for the tutorial function (planning 
and development of courses for teachers, teacher training, 
collaboration in the design of a Tutorial Plan, etc.).

2. Materials and methods

The abandonment of university studies is a problem that affects 
the balance and correct organization of university systems throughout 
the world and that has undesirable personal consequences in advanced 
societies. Dropping out of school has a multidimensional explanation. 
Among the causes, associated with each other, that originate it, the 
following factors stand out: psychological, social, economic, psycho-
pedagogical, institutional, and didactic. Studying how all these 
dimensions act and relate to each other in specific cases of people who 
drop out of Higher Education, helps us to better understand the 
phenomenon and to develop prevention measures in university 
institutions (Figure 3).

The problem of university dropout affects all universities, although 
it occurs with different intensities –BBVA Foundation Report– (Pérez 
and Aldás, 2019). According to the U-Ranking – Spanish Universities 
report, the differences in dropout rates by region reach 19 percentage 
points in the case of bachelor’s degrees and 13 points in the dropout 
rate of SUE (Spanish University System). The highest dropout rate by 
the regions is led by the Canary Islands with a value of 38.8%, while 
the lowest dropout rate is in Castilla y León with 19.6%. In the 
Andalusian case, the dropout rate stands at 28.5%.

The degree dropout rate by year of dropout and Andalusian 
university (Cohort 2012–2013) is Almería: 29.2%; Cadiz: 34.8%; 
Cordoba: 27.2%; Grenada: 27.2%; Huelva: 33%; Jaén: 29.7%; Malaga: 
28.8%; Pablo de Olavide: 18.5%; Seville: 27.8%. As we can see, the 
Pablo de Olavide University presents the lowest dropout rate of the 
Andalusian universities with 18.5%; while the University of Cádiz 
presents the highest rate with 34.8%. The University of Granada 
presents a rate of 27.2%, which can be classified as a high rate.

There are several strategies that university institutions carry out 
to overcome the phenomenon of dropout, but there is no general 

protocol for action in cases of possible dropout (Lizarte Simón and 
Gijón Puerta, 2022). Based on the latest reports from various 
Andalusian universities, the creation of Guidance Units in faculties is 
presented as one of the aid plans that work best to remedy cases of 
abandonment. Guidance is part of the educational process and has 
become an indicator of the quality and functioning of university 
systems (Vidal et  al., 2002).This text presents the results of 
biographical-narrative research carried out among the student 
population in a situation of abandonment of the universities of 
Andalusia that has allowed us to recover 22 stories of abandonment 
carried out by as many ex-students who were enrolled in any of the 
nine universities. Andalusians publish in any of the different university 
degree studies. The biographical texts have been subjected to narrative 
analysis to achieve personal exemplifications and characterize 
paradigmatic cases of relationship between the dimensions of the 
problem, using concept mapping to present the outcomes.

Using NVivo® word frequency queries, we can list the words that 
occur most frequently in certain resources, in this case the transcripts 
of the interviews conducted. To refine the search, it has been screened 
by a minimum length of five letters, which is considered relevant for 
the Spanish language. Likewise, to avoid sterile repetition, derived 
words have been grouped and, finally, empty words (articles, 
prepositions, common verbs, etc.) have been eliminated. This query 
allows different visualizations: the branching map and the word cloud, 
which indicate – proportionally with the size – the presence of words; 
and the cluster analysis, which groups words according to their 
similarity of occurrence in the different files.

On the one hand, the word frequency query was used to: (a) 
Create a word cloud to visualize the concepts used in adequate 
proportion; (b) Define the general feeling that the process of making 
the abandonment decision linked to their biographical trajectory 
implied (self-coding by feelings); (c) Create a library of dropout-
related keywords, which can serve as a basis for future discourse 
analysis of university dropout, using software such as Yoshikoder® 
(Lowe, 2006; automatic autocoding).

On the other hand, a direct narrative reconstruction of the CAB 
dimension (Causes of dropout) was carried out to establish the most 
frequently reported dropout factors and to compare them with those 
established in the literature review. The inductive categorization of the 
CON dimension (Suggestions and advice) was also carried out. The 
resulting information was reworked by the research team in a 
collaborative way, in the form of a narrative reconstruction of the causes 
of drop-out and in the form of a conceptual map. –Concept Mapping by 
Novak– (González García et  al., 2013; Ibáñez et  al., 2014), thus 
establishing a “knowledge model” generated with the key elements and 
their agreed relationships within the research team (González García 
et al., 2013) for the causes and advice that participating students give to 
participating institutions and other students.

The sample consisted of a total of 23 interviews. Sampling was 
criterion sampling, based on the subject’s “accessibility” and 
acceptance of the research conditions. The demographic structure of 
the sample is presented in Figure 4, including 16 men and 7 women, 
students from the universities of Almeria, Cadiz, Granada, Cordoba, 
Jaen and Malaga, from careers related to experimental and biomedical 
sciences, social sciences, humanities and technical careers. The 
interviews were labeled with a number associated with the university 
where the dropout occurred AL01, CA01, GR01-03-04-05-06-07-09, 
JA01-02-03-04-06-07-08-09-10-11-12-13, MA02.

FIGURE 3

Biographical interview applied to dropout students.
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3. Results

3.1. Overall results

Firstly, the word count consultation carried out has allowed us to 
establish a “library” of abandonment from the perspective of the 
research participants. The library, which includes the concepts most 
used by the students who dropped out and participated in the 
research, is summarized in Figure 5, highlighting the concepts with 
the greatest relative weight in Figure 6. These concepts are, in order of 
frequency: University; Studies; Positive; Teachers; Positive; Teachers; 
Work; Memories; University Degree; Subjects; dropout and graduation 
(together with the associated word family).

The cloud of concepts generated from the frequency query also 
shows that the core of concepts that students handle around the 
process of dropping out, which is not considered negative (“good”) 
and which is concentrated around the university and the studies taken 
(“university,” “studies,” and “career”), is complemented by reference to 
the completion of studies and dropping out (“degree” and “dropout”) 
and to “memories” of “class,” “teachers” and “subjects” (“good”) and 
“memories” of “class,” “teachers” and “subjects” (“good”) (see Figure 7).

Finally, the self-coding on feelings gives us a general idea of how 
the students have experienced the dropout process and whether 
positive or negative aspects dominate in their memories. In our case, 
out of 486 codes extracted by the program, 22 are indicated as “very 
negative” and 66 as “very positive,” with those labeled as “moderately 
negative” –168– and those labeled as “moderately positive” -230- 
being much more represented. Thus, NVivo® presents the participants’ 
experiences and feelings about the abandonment process as “neutral” 
– neither positive nor negative – both at the global level and in each 
of the cases analyzed (see Figure 8).

3.2. A model of knowledge about dropout

From the narrative review of the CAB and CON dimensions of 
the interview, it has been possible to construct a conceptual map on 
the most relevant factors for dropout and the advice offered by 
participants to prospective students and universities (Figure 9).

Although there are factors (causes) associated with dropout that 
are circumstantial, such as a «pandemia mundial que al año siguiente 
tendría que pagar la misma matrícula y con la incertidumbre de hacer 

curso online o hacer curso presencial» (JA03) (global pandemic that 
the following year I would have to pay the same tuition and with the 
uncertainty of taking an online course or taking a classroom course), 
those that appear are organized around: (a) the teaching staff; (b) the 
subjects and the career; (c) factors related to motivation; (d) factors 
related to integration and commitment; (e) economic resources; (f) 
and work or family problems.

FIGURE 4

Estructura de la muestra.

FIGURE 5

Dropout-related concept library (selection).
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As for the teaching staff, there is a certain lack of involvement and 
renewal of contents and methods: «el profesor de informática que nos 
explicaban cositas de matemáticas como si fuéramos retrasados» 
(GR05) (the computer teacher who explained little things about 
mathematics to us as if we were retarded).

The subjects, the syllabi, and the degrees themselves are the 
subject of reflections that place them among the causes of dropout. On 
the one hand, there is some talk about the difficulty of the courses. 
JA01 indicates that «abandoné porque después de intentarlo mucho 
me di cuenta de que no avanzaba en los estudios y cada vez eran más 
difíciles» (I dropped out because after trying a lot I realized that I was 
not progressing in my studies and they were getting harder and 
harder). Also the repetition of content (GR01 states that «estaba un 
poco desilusionada. Rollo, el temario era muy repetitivo para el primer 
año, vale. El segundo, vuelves y haces otra vez lo mismo y cuando 
empiezas el tercero y ves que hacen lo mismo, es como que echas aquí 
cuatro años para aprender absolutamente nada» (I was a little 
disappointed. The syllabus was very repetitive for the first year. The 
second, you  come back and do the same thing again and when 
you  start the third and see that they do the same thing, it’s like 
you spend 4 years here to learn absolutely nothing”) and its eminently 
theoretical character is highlighted by some students, such as JA02, 
who states that «lo que me motivó realmente fueron el poco interés 
que había en ese grado a la actividad práctica y el tanto que había el 
marco teórico había acercamiento a la historia desde un punto de vista 
práctico. Simplemente era absorción de conocimiento y luego 
plasmarlos en un examen» (what really motivated me was the little 
interest there was in that grade to practical activity and the fact that 
there was so much theoretical framework there was an approach to 

FIGURE 6

Representation of the concepts with the highest relative importance that make up the abandonment library. Caption (top to bottom-left to right): 
(A) universidad (University), (B) universitario (Undergraduate), (C) estudios (Studies), (D) positivo (Positive), (E) docentes (Teachers), (F) carrera (Career), 
(G) trabajo (Job), (H) asignaturas (subjects), (I) abandono (Dropout), (J) titulación (Grade).

FIGURE 7

Word cloud generated from frequency query (Spanish). Caption -big 
words-: universidad (University), buenos (Good), estudios (Studies), 
profesores (Teachers), carrera (Career), trabajo (Job), asignatura 
(subject), abandono (Dropout), titulación (Grade); recuerdos 
(Memories).
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history from a practical point of view. It was simply a matter of 
absorbing knowledge and then translating it into an exam). The 
transparency and transferability of the degrees is questioned in some 
cases because «se suponía que ibas a convalidar medio curso, luego no 
convalidaron nada, me voy a Murcia y ya tuve una lesión que luego no 
pude terminar tampoco los exámenes» (CA01) (you were supposed 
to validate half a course, then nothing was validated, I went to Murcia 
and I had an injury and then I could not finish the exams either).

In some cases, it is the degree that is considered a mistake: «aparte 
de que ni una asignatura, ni una carrera que me llenaba» (JA03) (apart 
from the fact that neither a subject, nor the studies that made me 
happy,” leaving «porque no me gustaba la carrera. Me equivoqué 
cuando me metí. No era lo que yo esperaba» (AL01) (because I did not 
like the courses. I  was wrong when I  got into it. It was not what 
I expected). And this fact is usually associated with «no encontrar 
significatividad a lo que estaba haciendo y de no encontrar una 
motivación y una fuente de orientación dentro del sistema 
universitario» (JA04) (not finding significance to what I was doing and 
not finding a motivation and a source of orientation within the 
university system).

Motivation appears recurrently in the perceptions of the 
interviewees: JA06 affirms that he dropped out «porque me faltaba 
motivación, al no obtener los resultados» (because I lacked motivation, 

because I did not get the results); MA02 affirms that «el último año de 
la universidad pues ya prácticamente como no estaba motivado fue 
cuando un poco abandoné el tema de los estudios y me enfoqué a vivir 
la vida» (in the last year of university, since I  was practically not 
motivated, that was when I abandoned the subject of studies and 
focused on living life). GR03 presents it clearly when he states that 
«realmente, estoy pensando, creo que no llegué a presentarme ningún 
examen de primero, pero que tampoco me puse a preparármelo como 
tal» (In fact, I’m thinking, I do not think I took any exams in my first 
year, but I did not prepare for them as such).

Integration and commitment also appear frequently in the 
participants’ accounts. In some cases, the focus is on teachers and 
peers («escasa atención por parte del profesorado y poca 
sociabilización entre compañeros» JA10; «era una gente ultra 
egoísta, nada más que queriendo presumir sus logros en vez de 
intentar aprender o enseñar y tal iban a presumir» GR04) (“little 
attention from teachers and little socializing among peers” JA10; 
“they were ultra-selfish people, just wanting to show off their 
achievements instead of trying to learn or teach and so on” GR04). 
In others, they recognize their own lack of commitment and 
academic and social integration: JA12 indicates that «no iba a todas 
las asignaturas al día, no estudiaba como tal de manera intensa, 
dedicándole un gran número de horas al día hasta que no se iba 

FIGURE 8

Representation of self-coding based on feelings. Caption (top to bottom-left to right): (A) GRANADAE06 (Neutral), (B) MALAGAE02 (Neutral), 
(C) GRANADAE05 (Neutral), (D) GRANADAE08 (Neutral), (E) JAENE13 (Neutral), (F) GRANADAE07 (Neutral), (G) GRANADAE01 (Neutral), (H) CADIZE01 
(Neutral), (I) JAENE03 (Neutral), (J) GRANADAE03 (Neutral), (K) JAENE11 (Neutral), (L) JAENE08 (Neutral), (M) JAENE10 (Neutral), (N) JAENEE04 
(Neutral), (Ñ) GRANADAE09 (Neutral), (O) ALMERÍAE01 (Neutral), (P) JAENE01 (Neutral), (Q) JAENE07 (Neutral), (R) JAENE12 (Neutral), (S) GRANADAE04 
(Neutral), (T) JAENE02 (Neutral), (U) JAENE06 (Neutral).
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(…) de lo que creo que han sido bastante buenos para el esfuerzo 
que realicé» (I did not go to all the subjects a day, I did not study 
as such in an intense way, dedicating a large number of hours a day 
until I did not leave (…) so I think they were quite good for the 
effort I made); GR07 states that «no quiere decir esto que no me 
haya esforzado, pero sí que los resultados considero que sí, que 
marca un periodo importante de tu vida» (this does not mean that 
I did not make an effort, but I do think that the results are good, 
that it marks an important period in your life); and finally GR06 
indicates that «no la aproveché lo suficiente, no porque no me 
dieran opciones, sino porque yo a lo mejor lo dejé un poquillo» (I 
did not make enough of it, not because they did not give me 
options, but because maybe I did not care too much).

Another remarkable aspect is the lack of resources as a 
determinant factor or cause of dropout, indicated by the participants, 
which is the lack of financial resources or the need to work to get 
them. JA08 states that «no podía persistir porque no aprobé todas y 
no tenía dinero para la matrícula. Me gustaba la carrera, pero no 
conseguí sacar las asignaturas» (I could not persist because I did not 
pass all of them and I did not have the money for tuition fees. I liked 
the course, but I  did not manage to pass the subjects). JA10 also 
stresses the problem of resources, when he indicates that «mis motivos 
fueron escasa ayuda económica» (my reasons were lack of financial 
support). JA11 says that «verdaderamente, el principal motivo, como 
he dicho, fue el económico. El hecho de que ganase buen dinero y que 
hiciera falta fue lo principal para para no seguir» (the true main 
reason, as I said, was financial. The fact that I earned good money and 
that I needed it was the main reason for not continuing), the same as 
JA13, who tells us that he left «los estudios para trabajar por falta de 

recursos económicos» (his studies to work due to lack of 
economic resources).

Finally, it is family problems or incompatibility with work that 
cause drop-out. Dropping out is caused by «el hecho de que entre el 
trabajo diario y luego otras circunstancias de tareas, digamos 
familiares que también tienes» (GR09) (the fact that between the daily 
work and then other circumstances of duties, let us say family duties 
that you also have), as time becomes the limiting factor: «por falta de 
tiempo y no por falta de ganas. Te digo, si tuviera tiempo seguiría 
estudiando» GR06 (due to lack of time and not due to lack of desire. 
I tell you, if I had time I would continue studying).

The narrative reorganization of the CON dimension allows us to 
build the hierarchical knowledge model (conceptual map agreed by 
experts –in this case the research team–), which shows the 
relationships or connections between the concepts shown. In our case, 
two categories or concepts generate a first level – the most inclusive –: 
students and institutions.

The concept “students” focuses on study, breaking down into 
“university” and “pre-university studies.” The concept “institutions” 
unfolds into four less inclusive concepts: teachers; organization; 
qualification; and guidance which, in turn, is opened to university 
guidance, pre-university guidance and, with special emphasis, 
vocational training.

4. Discussion

The extensive literature on dropout reveals that several factors 
recur – with varying degrees of importance – in the different models 

FIGURE 9

Knowledge model representing the factors associated with dropout and with advice from students who dropped out.

87

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1130194
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Gijón et al. 10.3389/feduc.2023.1130194

Frontiers in Education 09 frontiersin.org

– of greater or lesser importance, and in some cases as the root cause 
of dropout. Our findings are generally consistent with the existence of 
these same factors as the ultimate cause or determinant of early 
dropout in the first 2 years of a university degree.

Returning to the factors presented at the beginning of this 
document as a result of recent literature reviews (Berlanga, 2014; 
Lizarte, 2020; Barroso et al., 2022; Lizarte Simón and Gijón Puerta, 
2022), we will mark those that appear in our research after analyzing 
the content of the 23 semi-structured interviews that form it (see 
Figure 10, in grey the dropout factors that appear in our study).

First, we can say that there are no differences associated with the 
age or gender of the research participants, as well as with anxiety levels 
or mental health. Nor does the academic level of the parents seem to 
be related to the dropout factors in our case.

Secondly, economic factors are indeed reflected in several of the 
individuals interviewed, which seems to justify the concern to increase 
support for students through new scholarship policies in Spain 
(Fernández Mellizo, 2022).

Thirdly, factors linked to the student’s academic and social 
integration and academic commitment remain essential factors in 
explaining the decision to drop out.

Looking at the results in the various dimensions, we can compare 
with some previous results in other research.

As for the dimension related to “Biographical and socio-
demographic attributes,” it is worth noting that we  found no 
indications regarding the influence of gender on the decision to drop 
out, unlike other studies, which did find significant differences (Almås 
et al., 2016; Isphording and Qendrai, 2019).

Within the dimension “Self-perceptions prior to entry into 
university studies” appears in our research the item “Perception of 
control and academic competence,” which is frequent in research that 
focuses on technological or natural science-related careers (Respondek 
et al., 2017, 2020).

In the “Goals and commitment” dimension, an interesting 
variable – especially in the Spanish context, which is frequently 
reported in the literature – is the “Order of career choice,” since in our 
country, due to the scholarship policy, it is not very expensive to wait 
a year studying a degree that is not the first choice (Zumárraga-
Espinosa et al., 2018; Contreras, 2021).

Within the dimension “Experiences in the institution,” our study 
collects different factors. Scores obtained in university studies” have 
been recognized in previous studies and are now being used as a 
predictor of dropout, using learning machines (Solis et al., 2018). 
Time spent studying” also appears frequently in studies on dropout 
(Respondek et al., 2017) using also big data in the case of e-learning 
(Liang and Yang, 2016).

Finally, “Academic and social integration” is a dimension 
that is reflected in our study with different factors already 
referred to in the literature (Scholastic Conscientiousness, 
Satisfaction with academic and social integration, Learning 
strategies, Time management, Class attendance, satisfaction with 
courses and curriculum), and it also appears in many previous 
and current studies, so we deduce that it continues to be one of 
the important factors in the decision to leave, as indicated by 
different authors, both in Spain and internationally (Álvarez 
et al., 2016; Kehm et al., 2019; Aina et al., 2021; Piepenburg and 
Beckmann, 2022).

One issue that can perhaps be associated with the Spanish context 
is the frequency with which participants recommend attending 
VET-related courses before going on to university studies. In this 
sense, the existence of a higher number of university students in Spain 
than in other EU countries, to the detriment of higher vocational 
training studies, may justify part of the drop-out rate in terms of 
expectations not fulfilled by university education (practical training, 
immediate job placement, etc.).

This may be related to the need for more vocational guidance 
prior to university entrance.

In conclusion, the findings of our study do not differ from those 
of other geographical contexts and are generally in line with the 
factors or causes of early dropout that have been clearly established in 
the literature in recent decades. It is up to educational policies and 
higher education institutions to implement the processes of teacher 
training, curricular reorganization and academic and vocational 
guidance that, on a case-by-case basis, can help to reduce the risk of 
early leaving.

Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will 
be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

FIGURE 10

Factors related to early dropout and its dimensions (comparison of 
our results and those of the literature). Source. From Berlanga (2014), 
Lizarte (2020), Barroso et al. (2022), and Lizarte Simón and Gijón 
Puerta (2022).

88

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1130194
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Gijón et al. 10.3389/feduc.2023.1130194

Frontiers in Education 10 frontiersin.org

Author contributions

JG: writing–review and editing, formal analysis, and methodology. 
MG: writing–review and editing, formal analysis, and methodology. 
PG: writing–review and editing, data curation, and investigation. EL: 
investigation, writing–review and editing, and conceptualization. All 
authors contributed to the article and approved the submitted version.

Funding

RDI European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) 2014-2020. 
Junta de Andalucía. Ministry of Economy, Innovation and Science. 
Reference: B-SEJ-516-UGR18. “Stories of dropout. Biographical-
narrative approach to academic dropout in Andalusian universities. 
Multi-causal analysis and prevention proposals.”

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated 
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the 
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or 
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or 
endorsed by the publisher.

References
Aina, C., Baici, E., Casalone, G., and Pastore, F. (2021). The determinants of university 

dropout: a review of the socio-economic literature. Socio Econ. Plan. Sci. 79:101102. doi: 
10.1016/j.seps.2021.101102

Almås, I., Cappelen, A., Salvanes, K., Sørensen, E., and Tungodden, B. (2016). What 
explains the gender gap in college track dropout? Experimental and administrative 
evidence. Am. Econ. Rev. 106, 296–302. doi: 10.1257/aer.p20161075

Álvarez, P., Cabrera, L., González, M., and Bethencourt, J. (2016). Causas del 
abandono y prolongación de los estudios universitarios. Paradigma 27, 7–36.

Barroso, P. C. F. M., Oliveira, I., Noronha-Sousa, D., Noronha, A., Cruz Mateus, C., 
Vázquez-Justo, E., et al. (2022). Dropout factors in higher education: a literature review. 
Psicologia Escolar e Educacional 26, 1–10. doi: 10.1590/2175-35392022228736T

Bäulke, L., Daumiller, M., and Dresel, M. (2021). The role of state and trait motivational 
regulation for procrastinatory behavior in academic contexts: insights from two diary 
studies. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 65:101951. doi: 10.1016/j.cedpsych.2021.101951

Bäulke, L., Grunschel, C., and Dresel, M. (2022). Student dropout at university: a 
phase-orientated view on quitting studies and changing majors. Eur. J. Psychol. Educ. 37, 
853–876. doi: 10.1007/s10212-021-00557-x

Bean, J. P., and Metzner, B. S. (1985). A conceptual model of nontraditional undergraduate 
student attrition. Rev. Educ. Res. 55, 485–540. doi: 10.3102/00346543055004485

Berlanga, V. (2014). La transición a la universidad de los estudiantes becados 
Universidad de Barcelona. España. Available at: http://diposit.ub.edu/dspace/
handle/2445/60244.

Berlanga, V., Figuera, M. P., and Pons, E. (2018). Modelo predictivo de persistencia 
universitaria: Alumnado con beca salario. Educación XX1 21, 209–230. doi: 10.5944/
educxx1.20193

Casanova, J. R., Assis Gomes, C. M., Bernardo, A., Núñez, J. C., and Almeida, L. 
(2021). Dimensionality and reliability of a screening instrument for students at-risk of 
dropping out from higher education. Stud. Educ. Eval. 68:100957. doi: 10.1016/j.
stueduc.2020.100957

Contreras, C. (2021). Determinación de variables predictivas de deserción inicial para 
generar un sistema de alerta temprana. Análisis sobre una muestra de estudiantes 
beneficiarios de la beca de nivelación académica en una universidad pública en Chile. 
Calidad en la Educación 54, 12–45. http://dx.doi.org/10.31619/caledu.n54.828.

Corominas Rovira, E. (2001). La transición a los estudios universitarios: Abandono o 
cambio en el primer año de universidad. RIE: revista de investigación educativa 19, 
127–151. Available at: https://revistas.um.es/rie/article/view/96361

do Nicoletti, M. C. (2019). Revisiting the Tinto’s theoretical dropout model. High. 
Educ. Stud. 9, 52–64. doi: 10.5539/hes.v9n3p52

Fernández Mellizo, M. (2022). Análisis del abandono de los estudiantes universitarios 
de grado en las universidades presenciales en España. Madrid: Ministerio 
de Universidades.

Figuera Gazo, P., and Torrado Fonseca, M. (2012). “La adaptación y la persistencia 
académica en la transición en el primer año de universidad: el caso de la Universidad de 
Barcelona,” in Congreso Internacional e Interuniversitario de Orientación Educativa y 
Profesional. Available at: http://hdl.handle.net/2445/32417

Foster, C., and Francis, P. (2020). A systematic review on the deployment and 
effectiveness of data analytics in higher education to improve student outcomes. Assess. 
Eval. High. Educ. 45, 822–841. doi: 10.1080/02602938.2019.1696945

Gijón Puerta, J., and Crisol Moya, E. (2012). La Internacionalización de la Educación 
Superior. El caso del Espacio Europeo de Educación Superior. REDU. Revista de 
Docencia Universitaria 10, 389–414. doi: 10.4995/redu.2012.6137

González García, F. M., Veloz Ortiz, J. F., Rodríguez Moreno, I. A., Velos Ortiz, L. E., 
Guardián Soto, B., and Ballester Valori, A. (2013). Los modelos de conocimiento como 
agentes de aprendizaje significativo y de creación de conocimiento. Education in the 
Knowledge Society (EKS) 14, 107–132. doi: 10.14201/eks.10216

González, L., and Uribe, D. (2002). Estimaciones sobre la" repitencia" y deserción en 
la educación superior chilena. Consideraciones sobre sus implicaciones. Calidad en la 
Educación 17, 75–90. doi: 10.31619/caledu.n17.408

Ibáñez, P., Gijón, J., and González, F. (2014). “Revisión del conocimiento acumulado 
sobre mapas conceptuales a través del análisis de comunicaciones presentadas en los 5 
congresos mundiales” in Concept Mapping to Learn and Innovate: Proceedings of the 
Sixth International Conference on Concept Mapping. 419–426.

Isphording, I., and Qendrai, P. (2019). Gender differences in student dropout in STEM. 
IZA Res. Rep. 87, 1–15. Available at: http://ftp.iza.org/report_pdfs/iza_report_87.pdf

Kehm, B. M., Larsen, M. R., and Sommersel, H. B. (2019). Student dropout from 
universities in Europe: a review of empirical literature. Hungarian Educ. Res. J. 9, 
147–164. doi: 10.1556/063.9.2019.1.18

Liang, J., and Yang, J. (2016). “Big data application in education: dropout prediction 
in edx MOOCs” in 2016 IEEE second international conference on multimedia big data 
(BigMM). (IEEE). 440–443.

Lizarte, E. J. (2017a). Biographical trajectory of a student who dropout pedagogy at 
the University of Granada. Jett 8, 267–282. Available at: http://hdl.handle.
net/10481/56122

Lizarte, E. J. (2017b). Análisis de los estudios en la Universidad de Granada: El caso de 
la Facultad de Ciencias de la Educación. Granada: Universidad de Granada. Available at: 
http://hdl.handle.net/10481/62301

Lizarte, E. J. (2020). “Early dropout in college students: the influence of social 
integration, academic effectiveness and financial Stresse” in Experiencias e Investigaciones 
en Contextos Educativos. eds. F. J. Hinojo, F. Sadio, J. A. Lopez and J. M. Romero 
(Madrid: Dykinson), 519–531.

Lizarte, E. J., and Fernández, M. (2020). “Determinantes sociales e institucionales y 
percepción de los estudiantes de la Universidad de Granada sobre su eficacia en el estudio” 
in Investigación Educativa e Inclusión. Retos Actuales en la Sociedad del Siglo XXI. eds. T. 
Sola, J. A. López, A. J. Moreno, J. M. Sola and S. Pozo (Madrid: Dykinson), 415–430.

Lizarte, E. J., and Gijón, J. (2019). “Ambientes de aprendizaje para las nuevas y viejas 
metodologías en la Educación Superior” in Investigación, Innovación Docente y TIC. 
Nuevos Horizontes Educativos. eds. S. Alonso, J. M. Romero, C. Rodriguez and J. M. 
Romero (Madrid: Dykinson), 689–701.

Lizarte Simón, E. J., and Gijón Puerta, J. (2022). Prediction of early dropout in higher 
education using the SCPQ. Cogent Psychol. 9:2123588. doi: 10.1080/23311908.2022.2123588

Lowe, W. (2006). “Yoshikoder: an open source multilingual content analysis tool for social 
scientists,” in Annual meeting of the American Political Science Association, Philadelphia, PA.

Pérez, F., and Aldás, J. (2019). U-Ranking. Indicadores Sintéticos de las Universidades 
Españolas. Fundación BBVA Ivie. Available at: http://dx.medra.org/10.12842/
RANKINGS_SP_ISSUE_2019

Piepenburg, J. G., and Beckmann, J. (2022). The relevance of social and academic 
integration for students’ dropout decisions. Evidence from a factorial survey in 
Germany. Eur. J. Higher Educ. 12, 255–276. doi: 10.1080/21568235.2021.1930089

Pierella, M.-P., Peralta, N.-S., and Pozzo, M.-I. (2020). El primer año de la universidad. 
Condiciones de trabajo docente, modalidades de admisión y abandono estudiantil desde 
la perspectiva de los profesores. Revista iberoamericana de educación superior 11, 68–84. 
doi: 10.22201/iisue.20072872e.2020.31.706

89

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1130194
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.seps.2021.101102
https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.p20161075
https://doi.org/10.1590/2175-35392022228736T
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2021.101951
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10212-021-00557-x
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543055004485
http://diposit.ub.edu/dspace/handle/2445/60244
http://diposit.ub.edu/dspace/handle/2445/60244
https://doi.org/10.5944/educxx1.20193
https://doi.org/10.5944/educxx1.20193
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2020.100957
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2020.100957
http://dx.doi.org/10.31619/caledu.n54.828
https://revistas.um.es/rie/article/view/96361
https://doi.org/10.5539/hes.v9n3p52
http://hdl.handle.net/2445/32417
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2019.1696945
https://doi.org/10.4995/redu.2012.6137
https://doi.org/10.14201/eks.10216
https://doi.org/10.31619/caledu.n17.408
http://ftp.iza.org/report_pdfs/iza_report_87.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1556/063.9.2019.1.18
http://hdl.handle.net/10481/56122
http://hdl.handle.net/10481/56122
http://hdl.handle.net/10481/62301
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311908.2022.2123588
http://dx.medra.org/10.12842/RANKINGS_SP_ISSUE_2019
http://dx.medra.org/10.12842/RANKINGS_SP_ISSUE_2019
https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2021.1930089
https://doi.org/10.22201/iisue.20072872e.2020.31.706


Gijón et al. 10.3389/feduc.2023.1130194

Frontiers in Education 11 frontiersin.org

Respondek, L., Seufert, T., Hamm, J. M., and Nett, U. E. (2020). Linking changes in 
perceived academic control to university dropout and university grades: a longitudinal 
approach. J. Educ. Psychol. 112, 987–1002. doi: 10.1037/edu0000388

Respondek, L., Seufert, T., Stupnisky, R., and Nett, U. E. (2017). Perceived academic 
control and academic emotions predict undergraduate university student success: 
examining effects on dropout intention and achievement. Front. Psychol. 8:243. doi: 
10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00243

Solis, M., Moreira, M., Gonzalez, R., Fernandez, T., and Hernandez, M. (2018). 
“Perspectives to predict dropout in university students with machine learning,” in 
2018 IEEE International Work Conference on Bioinspired Intelligence (IWOBI). 
(IEEE), 1–6.

Spady, W. G. (1970). Dropouts from higher education: an interdisciplinary review and 
synthesis. Interchange 1, 64–85. doi: 10.1007/BF02214313

Tinto, V. (1982). Limits of theory and practice in student attrition. The Journal of 
Higher Education 53, 687–700.

Tinto, V. (2010). “From theory to action: exploring the institutional conditions for 
student retention” in Higher education: Handbook of theory and research. ed. J. Smart 
(Springer)

Torrado Fonseca, M. (2012). El fenómeno del abandono en la Universidad de Barcelona: 
el caso de ciencias experimentales. Barcelona: Universidad de Barcelona. Available at: 
http://hdl.handle.net/10803/134955.

Torrado Fonseca, M., and Figuera Gazo, P. (2019). Estudio longitudinal del proceso 
de abandono y reingreso de estudiantes de Ciencias Sociales. El caso de Administración 
y Dirección de Empresas. Educar 55, 401–417. doi: 10.5565/rev/educar.1022

Vidal, J., Díez, G. M., and Vieira, M. J. (2002). Oferta de los servicios de orientación 
en las universidades españolas. Revista de Investigación Educativa 20, 431–448. Available 
at: https://revistas.um.es/rie/article/view/99001

Villena, M. D., Muñoz, A., and Polo, M. T. (2013). La Unidad de Orientación de 
Centro como instrumento para la Orientación Universitaria. REDU: revista de docencia 
universitaria 11, 43–62. doi: 10.4995/redu.2013.5566

Wild, S., and Heuling, L. S. (2020). Student dropout and retention: an event history 
analysis among students in cooperative higher education. Int. J. Educ. Res. 104:101687. 
doi: 10.1016/j.ijer.2020.101687

Zumárraga-Espinosa, M., Castro, M. I., Escobar, P., Boada, M. J., Peña Herrera, L., 
González, Y., et al (2018). Afinidad entre intereses profesionales y carrera elegida: un 
análisis de su relación con la deserción universitaria temprana, in Congreso CLABES.

90

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1130194
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000388
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00243
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02214313
http://hdl.handle.net/10803/134955
https://doi.org/10.5565/rev/educar.1022
https://revistas.um.es/rie/article/view/99001
https://doi.org/10.4995/redu.2013.5566
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2020.101687


TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 04 July 2023
DOI 10.3389/feduc.2023.1134732

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Carlos Trenado,
Heinrich Heine University of
Düsseldorf, Germany

REVIEWED BY

Milan Kubiatko,
J. E. Purkyne University, Czechia
María Del Rosario Bonilla-Sánchez,
Benemérita Universidad Autónoma
Puebla, Mexico

*CORRESPONDENCE

Claudia De Barros Camargo
claudia.barros@uam.es

RECEIVED 30 December 2022
ACCEPTED 17 April 2023
PUBLISHED 04 July 2023

CITATION

De Barros Camargo C, Flores Melero C, Pinto
Díaz C and Marín Perabá C (2023)
Neurodidactic teacher training program for
educational dropouts in vulnerable groups.
Front. Educ. 8:1134732.
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2023.1134732

COPYRIGHT

© 2023 De Barros Camargo, Flores Melero,
Pinto Díaz and Marín Perabá. This is an
open-access article distributed under the terms
of the Creative Commons Attribution License
(CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction
in other forums is permitted, provided the
original author(s) and the copyright owner(s)
are credited and that the original publication in
this journal is cited, in accordance with
accepted academic practice. No use,
distribution or reproduction is permitted which
does not comply with these terms.

Neurodidactic teacher training
program for educational dropouts
in vulnerable groups

Claudia De Barros Camargo1*, Carmen Flores Melero1,
Cristina Pinto Díaz1 and Cristina Marín Perabá2

1University Autonomous of Madrid, Madrid, Spain, 2University of Jaén, Jaén, Spain

Neurodidactic is presented as an e�ective teaching tool for creating an equitable
society, regardless of the population. This educational methodology, which has
recently been introduced in teacher training, supports students with functional
diversity, special educational needs, sensory diversity (visual or auditory), and
those belonging to the Gypsy ethnic group. Neurodidactics emphasizes that the
teacher’s role is to create synapses in the neuronal structures through activities
that a student finds innovative, attractive, and motivating. To achieve this, it is
necessary to identify the aspects that should be included in the training of teachers
to work with students who belong to vulnerable groups and to develop e�ective
intervention programs based on neurodidactics. The study population comprises
professors of higher education at the University of Jaen (UJA) who responded to a
Likert scale survey using an operationalization table. The survey was conducted to
determine the professors’ knowledge of neuroscience, particularly neurodidactics.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Neuroscience

Neuroscience is a field of study that focuses on the biological functioning of living

organisms, with a particular emphasis on the brain and its responses to various experiences

(Campuzano et al., 2019). Neuroscience has allowed the linking of different areas, so it is

considered interdisciplinary. If the term neuroscience is referred in terms of the cognitive

level, we mean the scientific field of cognitive neuroscience, which is relatively new and has

emerged from the union between neuroscience and cognitive psychology, covering brain

function from a multidisciplinary and human performance perspective (Redolar, 2014). In

addition, neuroscience refers to the study of the nervous system and its functioning, thus the

relationship between the brain and behavior has been established (Campuzano et al., 2019).

The neuroscientific basis can be defined across the four following dimensions:

synaptogenesis, myelinogenesis, neurogenesis, and epigenesis (Siegel, 2012). Synaptogenesis

refers to the creation of new neural connections and the hardening and strengthening of

the existing connections. Myelinogenesis involves the process of enveloping interconnected

axons with an insulating sheath to increase neural processing speed. Neurogenesis is the term

used to describe the distinction between stem cells and fully mature cells; finally, epigenesis

refers to the process of changing genes according to the environment (Miller, 2016).
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The study of neurons and their role in daily activities has

been made possible by technological advancements and the

interdisciplinary nature of cognitive psychology, biology, and

evolutionary psychology (Payarés, 2016).

Neuroscience has driven advances in knowledge concerning

the treatment of psychiatric diseases and disorders, leading to the

deceleration of cognitive decline and cellular aging (McMahon,

2016; Stroustrup et al., 2016) and, in turn, improving the cognitive

functions of healthy individuals in non-clinical settings (Sahakian

and LaBuzetta, 2015). Techniques such as neuroimaging have been

instrumental in the primary measurement of the neural activity

associated with a mood state, as was the case for behaviors in the

human species. In addition, novel neuromodulation interventions

such as neurofeedback, non-invasive brain stimulation, and

cognitive training can induce changes in the brain’s plasticity,

leading to improved learning (Trenado et al., 2021). Thus,

neuroscience must be included in teacher training to provide

quality education and dispel neuromyths related to education

(Hernández, 2022).

Although criticized by many (Salles, 2013), neuroscience has

introduced significant scientific importance and normativity into

the study of the social sciences.

1.2. Neurodiversity, neuroeducation, and
neurodidactics

The concept of neurodiversity was coined by people with

autism, and it was later embraced by other groups with functional

diversity upon reconceptualization. This idea proposes a wide

spectrum of neurological differences, and autism is one of many

(Tonatiuh and Anguiano, 2019). The term “neurodiversity” was

first used by the autism community in 1998, with Asperger’s

syndrome being another term created by the Australian activist

Judy Singer (Armstrong, 2005). Consequently, most researchers

interested in neurodiversity study autism. However, at present,

neurodiversity has evolved beyond its original conception and

has become a movement that offers a new approach to

understanding atypical neurological developments in behavior

(Moreno, 2021). Thus, neurodiversity refers to the diversity of

the brains and minds among people, encompassing the infinite

changes in neurocognitive functioning that are associated with

psychological development (Silberman, 2015; Vidal and Diaz,

2016).

By applying the strategies of neuroscience, neuroeducation,

neurolearning, neurodidactics, and neuroassessment, students’

academic results can improve. The reason for this improvement

is that the teacher better understands how the brain and its

mechanisms work (Pherez et al., 2018).

Originally, the relationship between neuroscience and

education was viewed as conflicting. However, the subject has since

been consolidated and integrated across the fields of neurology,

psychology, and educational research, giving rise to the emergence

of educational neuroscience or neuroeducation (Parra-Díaz

et al., 2019). The neuroscientific contributions to education

have made it essential to reorganize pedagogical practices to

better align with how the brain works, leading to the emergence

of education with scientific connotations in the 20th century

(Hernández, 2022).

Neuroeducation is a recent field of study that connects

neuroscience with education (Hernández and De Barros, 2021).

Neuroeducation is a branch of education linked by knowledge

based on neuroimaging to the way in which the brain interacts with

its environment (Hernández, 2022). Regarding neuroeducation,

it is fundamental to highlight the importance of emotional

management and control. Emotion plays an essential role in

the decisions made on a daily basis, which means that the

quality of our decisions can be affected by our mood. This

highlights the importance of neuroeducation for teachers (Logan

et al., 2014). Neuroeducation attempts to provide education

professionals with educational strategies and technologies based

on the brain’s functions to make teaching more effective (Battro,

2016).

Similarly, neurodidactics is known for providing various

efficient strategies that promote neuronal development, which, in

turn, enhances learning. When working with vulnerable groups or

students with specific learning difficulties, teachers must possess

knowledge of brain structures to adapt their strategies and promote

meaningful activities (Paniagua, 2013). This is directly linked to

the study objective of this research, which is to analyze teachers’

need to study neuroeducation to promote the learning of vulnerable

groups. Currently, neurodidactics is considered a part of pedagogy

with a scientific basis that guides innovative education. It involves a

method of teaching and learning based on neuroscience. In other

words, it is an extension of neuroeducation since it studies the

application of neuroeducation in the classroom (De Barros and

Hernández, 2022).

1.3. Culture, ethnicity, and diversity

Culture is constantly evolving, which is why it is essential

for teachers to remain active in their learning. In the classroom,

activities and methodological strategies should be designed to

approach Gypsy culture not as something exotic or picturesque but

as scientific knowledge that is part of our history and as values for

democratic coexistence (García, 2017).

Two of the main problems observed in relation to ethnic

differences are that attention to diversity in schools is associated

with the conception that each teacher has regarding the different

cultures that exist and that can be found; thus, it will depend on the

conception and morality of the teacher, as well as their recognition

of the ethnicities, territories, and ideologies that can be presented

in their classrooms. Another problem is the tension involved in

resolving these differences (Campoflor et al., 2016).

In the school context for Gypsy students, it is necessary

to emphasize the importance of an inclusive school climate

and teachers who stimulate and promote high expectations for

these students to enhance their performance and socialization

(Abajo and Carrasco, 2004). To increase the expectations and

motivation of students, it is necessary to work on emotional

intelligence, including improving empathy and collaboration

between students (Mayer and Salovey, 1997; Goleman,

2011).
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“We are emotional brains. Therefore, the role of the teacher is

to foster spaces of pleasure and security... that allow participants to

give their best” (Vega, 2022, p. 17).

On the basis of the above, the present investigation aimed to

assess the neurodidactic knowledge of future teachers to address

cultural differences stemming from ethnicity and functional

diversity that may arise in their classrooms.

The problem addressed in this research is the inadequacy of

teacher training in neurodidactic aspects as a tool to support

educational dropouts in vulnerable student groups.

The main objective of this research was to evaluate the level

of knowledge of teachers in neurodidactics and its application to

vulnerable groups.

2. Method

2.1. Context of the research

This research was carried out in Jaén, which is a small

city in northern Andalusia, Spain. Approximately 42% of the

Gypsy population is registered in Andalusia. Specifically, in Jaén,

according to the sociodemographic data of the Gypsy Secretariat,

there are more than 10,000 people of Gypsy ethnicity. With regard

to education, according to the Gypsy Secretariat, an educational gap

is beginning to appear, especially in primary education.

In addition, according to the Observatorio de la Infancia en

Andalucía (2020), 7,762 students with functional diversity have

been enrolled in Andalusian primary education. In Andalusia, 0.3%

of the foreign students enrolled in school have disabilities.

2.2. Hypothesis

The following null hypothesis is defined as follows: H0-

Teachers are trained to apply neurodidactics to students from

vulnerable groups.

2.3. Population and sample

To investigate the training of teachers in neurodidactic

knowledge to prevent school dropout in the vulnerable student

groups, the population of interest was undergraduate students at

the University of Jaén during the academic years 2022–2023. A

convenience sample of 67 participants from the Primary Education

department was selected for this study.

2.4. Research design

This research was characterized by an experimental design that

is exploratory, descriptive, and correlative, and it was carried out

through a quantitative methodology. The software used was the

SPSS v.25 statistical package.

2.5. Research instrument

According to Mejía (2005), an operationalization matrix must

be developed to create the research instrument. This matrix

establishes the variables, items, and units of measurement.

This scale was composed of 24 items, grouped into four

dimensions: A (teaching performance), B (vulnerable groups), C

(beliefs), and D (inclusion). These theoretical items were based on a

review of the scientific literature (Hernández and De Barros, 2016;

De Barros and Hernández, 2018; Sims et al., 2021; Pinto and Flores,

2022).

The transition from the Likert scale to the aforementioned

sample was made using both in-person and online questionnaires.

The questionnaire was anonymous and voluntary for all

participants, indicating that they could withdraw from the

investigation at any time. Prior to completing the questionnaire,

participants were informed of the research objectives and the

commitment to publishing the results in the article once the study

was completed.

2.6. Validity of content

To ensure content validity, a content validity evaluation was

carried out by university professionals who agreed to participate in

the study (Malla and Zabala, 1978). The knowledge or information

coefficient (Kc) and the argument coefficient (Ka) were determined

for these professionals, and based on these values, the value of

the Competence Coefficient (K) was determined to determine

which experts should be included for this research. Based on

the results, 15 specialists were selected with an average K of

0.9, which shows a high level of competence (Mengual, 2011).

After analyzing the validation questionnaires, some questions were

modified without affecting the substance of the issue. In addition,

a pilot test was carried out on a subgroup of the sample to review

comprehension difficulties and identify problematic questions, and

the corresponding checklist was used (Iraosi, 2006). The pilot test

results were satisfactory, and the instrument was validated.

2.7. Construct validity (exploratory factor
analysis)

The factor analysis technique used in this research follows the

stages marked (García Ferrando, 2015).

2.8. Study of the correlation matrix

It was important to analyze the correlation matrix to determine

if our data were suitable for factor analysis. To do this, this matrix

must have a certain structure. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin sampling

adequacy measure (KMO coefficient) was used to verify this. In this

case, the value was 0.671. According to Kaiser (1974), this value is

acceptable; Bartlett’s sphericity test is significant (0.000), and the

determinant had a value of 7.540E−6. Based on these results, we

proceeded with the factor analysis.
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TABLE 1 Total variance explained.

Component Initial eigenvalues Sums of squared
loading from extraction

Sums of squared loadings
from rotation

Total %
variance

%
cumulati-ve

Total % de
varian-ce

% acumula-
tive

Total % de
varian-ce

% acumula-
tive

1 4,787 19,948 19,948 4,787 19,948 19,948 3,331 13,879 13,879

2 3,357 13,987 33,935 3,357 13,987 33,935 2,885 12,021 25,900

3 2,394 9,976 43,911 2,394 9,976 43,911 2,677 11,154 37,054

4 1,907 7,946 51,857 1,907 7,946 51,857 2,272 9,466 46,520

5 1,260 5,249 57,106 1,260 5,249 57,106 1,691 7,048 53,567

6 1,129 4,704 61,810 1,129 4,704 61,810 1,634 6,809 60,376

7 1,058 4,409 66,219 1,058 4,409 66,219 1,402 5,843 66,219

8 ,987 4,114 70,333

Extraction method: principal component analysis. Source: own elaboration.

2.9. Extraction of commonalities

The extraction of the commonalities obtained shows that these

factors have a value >0.349, so we decided that there was no need

to delete any item.

The best-represented items are as follows:

B9.-All students with auditory and/or visual functional diversity

are considered vulnerable groups. (0.923)

B10.-All students with intellectual and functional diversity are

considered to be from vulnerable groups.

The worst-represented items are as follows:

B11.-All students from vulnerable groups have problems with

adaptation in different areas. (0.471)

This item leads to the reflection that the teacher considers that

curricular adaptation is needed at some of its levels for any student

belonging to one of the vulnerable groups.

B12.-Students from vulnerable groups may have access to the

curriculum on a daily basis. (0.376)

D19.-You consider yourself an inclusive person. (0.349)

2.10. Total variance explained

There are specific rules to determine the most appropriate

number of factors to retain. In this case, the commonly used

Kaiser (1974) criterion suggests retaining the first seven factors,

which explain 66.219% of the accumulated variance, as presented

in Table 1.

Table 1 shows the seven components statistically extracted from

the data provided by the participants, showing that these factors can

explain more than half the variance in the responses.

2.11. Component matrix

Then, the component matrix was calculated, which is

shown in Table 2. The matrix corresponding to Table 2 shows

TABLE 2 Study of factor scores.

Factors

1 A2

B7, B8, B9, B10, B11

C13, C17, C18

D19, D20, D21

2 A1, A3, A4, A5, A6

D22, D23, D24

3 C14, C16

4 B12

5

6 C15

7

Source: own elaboration.

the scores that we had to study to obtain the reduced

final scale.

2.12. Study of factor scores

Having already calculated the factorial scores, the analysis of

the explained and accumulated variance, and the determination of

factors and distribution of items according to the highest level of

factor saturation, we constructed the table of items integrated into

each factor.

Within the exploratory analysis, it is relevant to examine the

grouping of the items of the original questionnaire prior to the

reduction and creation of the final proposal.

After calculating the factorial scores, analyzing the explained

and accumulated variance, and determining the factors and

distributed elements according to the highest level of factor

saturation, we constructed the table of elements integrated into

each factor. Within the exploratory analysis, it is pertinent to

examine the grouping of the points of the original questionnaire

before the reduction and creation of the final proposal.
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FIGURE 1

Dimension A (teaching performance): the participants agree (x = 4.19) that students belonging to vulnerable groups need curricular adaptations in
the classrooms.

FIGURE 2

Dimension B (vulnerable groups): respondents respond in agreement (x = 3.75) that students belonging to vulnerable groups can access the
curriculum on an ordinary basis.

3. Results

3.1. Correlation analysis

To perform the correlation, we submitted the questionnaire to

the K-S test, which resulted in the rejection of the null hypothesis.

This indicates that the data followed an abnormal distribution;

thus, we used the Spearman-Rho correlation.

Significant correlations are given.

A (teaching performance) <> D (inclusion): According to the

data obtained, the variable A of teaching performance correlates

significantly with variable D on inclusion in 0.427, more specifically

in the following items A2. Students belonging to vulnerable

groups need to adapt to the classroom and D20. Students from

vulnerable groups have difficulties with educational inclusion.

It was considered that the most vulnerable students with the

problems of inclusion would need curricular adaptations in the

classroom. Llorent and López-González (2010) highlighted in

their study that society has not yet facilitated the inclusion

of people with diversity since, in many studies, these people

prefer to be in the same environment as other people with the

same abilities.
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FIGURE 3

Dimension C (beliefs): subjects strongly agree that neuroscience is used to test brain structure, behavior, and function in di�erent domains (x = 4.48).
In the event of learning di�culties, teachers need to have knowledge of brain structures to change strategies and promote meaningful activities for
their students (Paniagua, 2013).

B (vulnerable groups) <> B (vulnerable groups) the following

items B8. All students with functional motor diversity are

considered a vulnerable group and B9. All students with auditory

and/or visual functional diversity are considered part of the

vulnerable groups, and the correlation between them is 0.898.

C (beliefs) <> B (vulnerable groups): According to the data

obtained, variable C of beliefs correlates with variable B on

vulnerable groups in 0.366, more specifically in items B7. All Gypsy

students are considered a part of vulnerable groups and C15.

Learning styles are considered a neuromyth. With this correlation,

it can be concluded that those who consider Gypsies vulnerable

groups also consider that learning in one way or another is a

neuromyth, which makes us believe that they may consider that

being students belonging to the Gypsy race does not mean having

different learning styles than ordinary ones.

D (inclusion) <> A (teaching performance): According to

the data obtained, variable D on inclusion correlates significantly

with variable A of teaching performance in 0.289, more specifically

in items D24. Students with functional diversity feel included in

the educational sphere and A1. Students belonging to vulnerable

groups achieve the objectives of the primary education curriculum.

Teachers who hold the belief that students from vulnerable

groups feel included also believe that they are able to achieve

their curricular goals. This highlights the significant impact a

teacher’s beliefs and perspectives can have on the attainment of

educational objectives.

3.2. Descriptive analysis

As initially proposed in Hypothesis 0, teachers recognize the

importance of applying neurodidactics to students belonging to

vulnerable groups, as can be viewed in the descriptive analysis

shown in Figures 1–4.

The importance of teacher training is deduced from the

inclusion of students belonging to vulnerable groups. The inclusion

of Gypsy students must begin with the teacher. It should be shown

as an example to the rest of the pupils, and its training should be

adequate and capable of making the most relevant adaptations for

each pupil so as not to exclude the vulnerable pupil (Navas Luque

and Cuadrado Guirado, 2003).

Teachers consider that the disability in question does not

matter. They are part of a vulnerable group. To some extent, this

can be considered advantageous for its better curricular adaptation

within the classroom. Teachers often attempt to label students,

but some are against this practice. However, of the purpose

of classifying students according to their characteristics aims to

adapt and propose appropriate learningmethodologies for personal

development. Let us look at the main characteristics of a person

with disabilities (Soro Camat et al., 2012).

Finally, a more in-depth statistical analysis has been carried out

to obtain more concrete answers to the research problem.

Using a linear regression model, we verified the importance

of the different items, with a focus on the vulnerable

groups (which can be seen in item B12), and the objective

of neuropedagogy, which is observed in item C17, states

that neurodidactic helps learners establish appropriate

methodologies for vulnerable groups, which is the central object of

this research.

The result can be seen in Figure 5, where we can see

that the regression is effective; however, to determine the

items that are classed to achieve the objective of the study,

we resorted to automatic regression modeling, obtaining the

following Figure 6.
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FIGURE 4

Dimension D (inclusion): the respondents show very little agreement (x = 2.85) that students of Roma ethnicity and students with functional diversity
feel included in the educational sphere. We deduced from these data that it is believed that the students of the vulnerable group (in general) do not
feel part of the group; that is, they feel excluded (Manota and Melendro, 2016).

FIGURE 5

Linear regression analysis.
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FIGURE 6

Importance of the predictor.

Figure 6 shows that neurodidactic helps the teacher establish

appropriate methodologies for the vulnerable group. We must

consider the students belonging to vulnerable groups in order of

importance: C14, B11, C16, D19, and B9.

4. Discussion and conclusion

The presented research was conducted on a population of

primary education graduates from the University of Jaén. In

future research, it would be ideal to expand this research to

university professors, as suggested by Castro et al. (2011), to

assess their educational level and their interest in education and

neurodidactics for improving the learning outcomes of vulnerable

groups and promoting their inclusion. It would be useful to

conduct similar research on education professionals in educational

institutions to compare data between students and professionals

in service, as mentioned by González and Zerpa (2007) in

their study.

The descriptive analysis revealed that the participants strongly

agreed (x=4.85) that students from vulnerable groups require,

in most cases, curricular adaptations. However, there is little

agreement (=2.85 and 2.83) that Gypsy students and students

with functional diversity feel included in classroom settings

(Carmona et al., 2019). Neurodidactics and its adaptation in

the educational field make learning for students belonging to

vulnerable groups more efficient, as proposed in the initial

hypothesis of the study, by providing a scientific basis for

innovative educational practices. This, in turn, can help promote

the inclusion of such students (De Barros and Hernández,

2022).

Teachers recognize the importance of neurodidactic

implementations for students belonging to vulnerable groups.

In the fields of Navas Luque and Cuadrado Guirado (2003), the

inclusion of Gypsy students should begin with the teacher and

continue with the inclusion of classmates.

With regard to the problem for which this research was

carried out, it can be concluded that future teachers do not

have high expectations of students belonging to vulnerable

groups and believe that they do not feel included in their peer

groups at schools. They lack sufficient training and knowledge

in neurodidactics to work with these students effectively,
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although they recognize its importance and functionality in the

educational field.

The discovery of brain structures in children from vulnerable

groups allows professionals and families to take appropriate actions

to promote the effectiveness of educational and social interventions

(Gaya and Salomó, 2019).

Finally, to provide a comprehensive understanding that

complements the central idea of this research, we resorted to the

data expressed by the regression analysis. Thus, based on the

vulnerability of students and the objective of educating teachers

about neurodidactics, the most critical factors to consider are

arranged in order of importance:

1. The importance of neuroscience in education.

2. All students belonging to vulnerable groups have adaptation

problems in different areas.

3. Neuromyths must be eliminated from the educational system.

4. We must have inclusive teachers.

Students with functional diversity should also be considered a

vulnerable group.

With all these factors in mind, we conclude that providing

training on “neuro” aspects could help prevent student dropout

among students belonging to vulnerable groups (López-García,

2020).

5. Limitations of the study

Performing data analysis for this study required individuals

skilled in programming knowledge.

The time of the research was very high since it was necessary to

review each stage of the processes: it was necessary to develop pilot

tests and programming knowledge to elaborate on the equestrian,

work design, etc.

The number of participants in the sample was small (although

representative) due to their lack of collaboration.

As a quantitative study, the research had to overlook the

context’s qualitative aspects. The study’s quantitative nature

means that there could be errors in interpreting the data,

which is inevitable given the researchers’ human qualities

and skills.
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Psychometric properties of a 
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Antonio Pantoja-Vallejo 1†

1 Department of Pedagogy, University of Jaén, Jaén, Spain, 2 Department of Research Methods and 
Diagnosis in Education, University of Granada, Granada, Spain

This article analyzes the psychometric properties of the scale used in the research 
corresponding to the topic “Stories of Abandonment. A Biographical-Narrative 
Approach to the Academic Dropout in Andalusian Universities. Multicausal 
Analysis and Proposals for Prevention.” The scale is composed of 71 items, with 
five Likert-type response alternatives. The participants forming the convenience 
sample were 970 from six Spanish universities. The study dimensions are: A.-
Motivation, B.-Commitment, C.-Attitude and behavior, D.-Socioeconomic 
conditions, and finally E.-Permanence. The study begins by calculating the 
statistical power and the effect size, thus determining the type I and type II error. 
Similarly, reliability has been calculated based on the intercorrelation of items 
through Cronbach’s alpha (0.906). The construct validity was carried out through 
exploratory factor analysis, for which the correlation matrix was studied using 
the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy (KMO coefficient), in this 
case the value is 0.886, the result of Bartlett’s test of sphericity is 0.000 and 
the Determinant 4.009E−12, so we continue with the analysis of the correlational 
structure, extracting the factors through the principal components method 
and determining in this way the communalities with the highest and lowest 
values. Next, we  calculated the total variance explained, obtaining 16 factors 
and an accumulated variance of 57.315%. Finally, the model was determined 
by distributing the items according to the highest level of saturation by factors, 
obtaining a 30-item scale with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.893, which is reliable. 
In conclusion, the questionnaire used complies with the psychometric aspects 
necessary to be an optimal scale.

KEYWORDS

psychometrics, questionnaire, dropout, dropout prediction, university

1. Introduction

One of the main problems of the university system, both internationally and nationally, is 
the dropout of university students before completing their studies. However, this problem does 
not only affect the system itself, but also involves damage to the development of a society’s 
human capital (Rué, 2014), in addition to generating a high economic cost for public accounts 
(Colás, 2015). These issues already justify the need to understand university dropout as a 
phenomenon on which it is necessary to intervene and understand its causes in order to generate 
strategies to prevent or reduce it.

The project in which this work is framed focuses on the dropout rate of the system, without 
considering the dropout rate of each degree in particular or the rate of change of degree. With 

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Claudia De Barros Camargo,  
Universidad Autónoma de Madrid, Spain

REVIEWED BY

Juliette Lyons-Thomas,  
Educational Testing Service, United States
Daniel Álvarez Ferrándiz,  
University of Granada, Spain
Georgios Kostopoulos,  
University of Patras, Greece

*CORRESPONDENCE

Inmaculada Ávalos-Ruiz  
 inmaavalos@ugr.es

†These authors have contributed equally to this 
work and share first authorship

RECEIVED 12 December 2022
ACCEPTED 22 May 2023
PUBLISHED 04 July 2023

CITATION

Hernández-Fernández A, Ávalos-Ruiz I and 
Pantoja-Vallejo A (2023) Psychometric 
properties of a dropout prediction tool for 
students in Andalusia.
Front. Educ. 8:1121985.
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2023.1121985

COPYRIGHT

© 2023 Hernández-Fernández, Ávalos-Ruiz 
and Pantoja-Vallejo. This is an open-access 
article distributed under the terms of the 
Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). 
The use, distribution or reproduction in other 
forums is permitted, provided the original 
author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are 
credited and that the original publication in this 
journal is cited, in accordance with accepted 
academic practice. No use, distribution or 
reproduction is permitted which does not 
comply with these terms.

TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 04 July 2023
DOI 10.3389/feduc.2023.1121985

101

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/feduc.2023.1121985﻿&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-07-04
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2023.1121985/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2023.1121985/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2023.1121985/full
mailto:inmaavalos@ugr.es
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1121985
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1121985


Hernández-Fernández et al. 10.3389/feduc.2023.1121985

Frontiers in Education 02 frontiersin.org

the application of the analyzed instrument it is intended to detect the 
presence or absence of variables that may lead to dropout from the 
university system. With regard to the variables that influence this 
issue, Velázquez and González (2017) establish four factors to be taken 
into account:

1) motivation,
2) commitment,
3) attitudes and behavior,
4) social and economic conditions.

It should be  noted that in this study, university dropout is 
considered to be a situation in which, without having completed 
university studies, a period of two academic years is allowed to 
pass without enrolling in the official degree program or in a 
different one.

Turning to psychometric issues, it should be noted that Sánchez 
et al. (2011), analyzing the Neyman-Pearson lemma, point out that 
in any study there are two opposing hypotheses, a null and an 
alternative hypothesis, in our case that the subject is or is not at risk 
of dropping out of university studies, and this gives us two possible 
errors. The authors define Type I error as that which is committed by 
rejecting a null hypothesis that is in fact correct, while Type II error 
is defined as that which is committed by accepting a null hypothesis 
that is in fact false.

On the other hand, reliability, according to Prieto and Delgado 
(2010), refers to the consistency or stability of the measurements in 
case of repeating the measurement process. According to the authors, 
the lower the variability between different measurements under 
similar conditions, the higher the reliability of the instrument.

Regarding to validity, Ávalos (2022) lists the three types of validity 
that any measurement instrument in order to be considered optimal:

 a) Construct validity. This refers to the precision of the definition of 
the behavior, trait or characteristic to be  measured and the 
adaptation and suitability of the instrument used to provide 
evidence that allows the measurement of said behavior, trait or 
characteristic. Construct validity should be carried out through 
expert judgment.

 b) Content validity. It is considered to have been explicated to the 
extent that the items that make up the instrument are representative 
of the number of behaviors and traits that are intended to 
be detected. Content validity is usually corroborated by expert 
judgment and application of Kappa coefficient análisis, but this is 
not the only way.

 c) Criterion validity. It can be  concurrent or predictive and is 
considered acquired when the instrument to be validated is applied 
together with others that measure the same thing, and that have 
already achieved validity, and similar results are obtained. For 
criterion validity, analyses of sensitivity, specificity, positive 
predictive value, negative predictive value, proportion of false 
positives, proportion of false negatives and percentage of coincidence 
are usually carried out.

By means of the present text, the results obtained after performing 
the psychometric analysis of one of the instruments used in the 
aforementioned Project are shown, specifically the questionnaire on 
successful student permanence by Velázquez and González (2017). 

This work provides a smaller instrument that requires less time for its 
application with high reliability.

2. Materials and methods

The research “Stories of Abandonment. A Biographical-
Narrative Approach to the Academic Dropout in Andalusian 
Universities. Multicausal Analysis and Proposals for Prevention” 
follows a quantitative, non-experimental and descriptive 
methodology. In this work, the narrative methodology has not been 
dealt with, since the object of research is centered on the 
questionnaire. Quadrants were made with the different degrees to 
which the research team had Access (the quadrants are not shown, 
due to their extensión), either by teaching or by being able to access 
through a colleague, trying to cover the largest possible number of 
degrees. Thus, a sample of 970 students from four Spanish 
universities (University of Granada - Granada Campus, University 
of Granada - Ceuta Campus, University of Jaén, Pablo de Olavide 
University and University of Seville) was obtained, with participants 
from 12 different degrees and 7 double degrees (Degree in Early 
Childhood Education, Degree in Social Education, Degree in 
Primary Education, Degree in Nursing, Degree in Physical Activity 
and Sports Sciences, Degree in Physiotherapy, Degree in Business 
Administration and Management, Degree in Telecommunications 
Technology Engineering, Degree in Environmental Sciences, 
Degree in Criminology, Degree in Pedagogy, Degree in Industrial 
Electronic Engineering, Double Degree in Business Administration 
and Management and Law, Double Degree in Environmental 
Sciences and Agricultural Engineering, Double Degree in English 
Studies and Primary Education, Double Degree in Environmental 
Sciences and Geography and History, Double Degree in Law and 
International Relations, Double Degree in Geography and History 
and International Relations and Double Degree in Translation and 
Interpretation and International Relations).

For data collection, the Velázquez and González (2017) scale is 
used, composed of 71 items, with five Likert-type response 
alternatives, grouped into 4 factors: motivation, commitment, 
attitudes and behavior, and social and economic conditions, to which 
the permanence factor was added after factor analysis.

The psychometric analysis of this study begins with the analysis 
of Type I and II errors as well as the statistical power of the research. 
Reliability will then be determined based on item intercorrelation, 
concluding with content and construct validity.

3. Results

The first results come from establishing that the research design 
should consider the sample size and the statistical power that would 
be achieved with it (Cardenas and Arancibia, 2016). In this way, the 
type I and type II error is determined, represented in Figure 1.

The statistical power of this research is the complement of the type 
II error probability, that is, the probability of erroneously accepting 
the null hypothesis (Cohen, 1992). In this case the effect size is 0.25, 
and the power is 95%. Following (Cardenas and Arancibia (2016), the 
power should be higher than 80%, showing a correct validity (see 
Figure 2).
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First of all, reliability was calculated based on the intercorrelation 
of items through Cronbach’s alpha (0.906), which according to George 
and Mallery (2003) can be considered excellent (see Table 1).

The calculation was carried out with the SPSS software, and the 
cut-off points taken into account are those established by George and 
Mallery (2003).

Next, we proceeded to investigate the content validity, which was 
carried out by fifteen PhD specialists (Malla and Zabala, 1978) 
authorized to perform this evaluation and belonging to different 
universities. Their competence coefficient was calculated to be k = 0.9, 
which shows a high level of competence (Mengual, 2011). After 
analyzing the validation questionnaires, some questions were 
readjusted, without affecting the substance of the question. On the 
other hand, a pilot test was carried out on a subgroup of the sample to 
review comprehension difficulties, identify questions that generated 
doubt, etc., the corresponding checklist was used (Iraossi, 2006). The 
results of the pilot test were satisfactory and the instrument was 
validated in its content.

The construct validity has been carried out through exploratory 
factor analysis, for which the correlation matrix has been studied 
using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy (KMO 
coefficient), in this case the value is 0.886, following Kaiser (1974) the 
value is very good, the result of Bartlett’s test of sphericity is 0.000 and 
the Determinant 4.009E−12, so we continue with the analysis of the 
structure of the correctives (see Table 2).

Next, the factors are extracted through the principal components 
method, thus determining the communalities with the highest and 
lowest values.

The items with the highest extraction value are:

B22: I have passed all my subjects during my college career (0.799).
C45: Communication between me and my family members is 

positive and open (0.779).
I feel accepted and valued by my peers (0.769).
I feel totally integrated into my group (0.764).
B24: I have passed my subjects within the regular A (0.722).

FIGURE 1

 Representation of type I and II errors. Own source.

FIGURE 2

Sample and statistical power. Own source.
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The items with the lowest extraction value are:

B25: If I find a subject difficult, I consult additional bibliography or 
seek advice to clear my doubts (0.394).

 4. C47: I identify my parents as authority figures (0.408).

The total variance explained was calculated, obtaining 16 factors 
and a cumulative variance of 57.315%.

Finally, the model was determined by distributing the items 
according to the highest level of saturation by factors, obtaining a 
30-item scale with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.893, which is high.

 - Dimension A: A1, A13, A14, A15, A16, A17.

 - Dimension B: B18, B20, B2, B28, B3, B34.
 - Dimension C: C42, C44, C45, C46, C48, C49, C50, C51, C52, 

C53, C54, C55, C56, C57, C60.
 - Dimension D: D61.
 - E-dimension: E6, E71.

4. Discussion

Given the relevance of the phenomenon generated by university 
dropout at the international level, both in terms of social development 
and economic issues, it is necessary to analyze the problem in order 
to detect the causes that lead to it and, in this way, have the option of 
making intervention proposals aimed at reducing university dropout 
rates (see Table 3).

One of the necessary steps in a study of these characteristics is the 
analysis of instruments that can shed light and make it possible to 
anticipate the occurrence of a university dropout situation. The 
instrument selected for this purpose has been analyzed 
psychometrically, offering positive results. Firstly, in relation to the 
sample that made up the study, it was adequate. The higher the number 
of participants, the greater the power, as indicated by Bono and Arnau 
(1995), who add that power is determined by the ability to commit a 
Type II error. The results of this study show that a statistical power of 
95% has been obtained, which is very satisfactory in this sense.

Turning to the reliability of the scale, it should be noted that in its 
original version it already had a high reliability, but given the change 

TABLE 3 Total variance explained.

Component Initial eigenvalues Sums of loads squared by 
extraction

Sums of loads squared by 
rotation

Total % 
variance

Accumulated Total % 
variance

Accumulated Total % 
variance

Accumulated

1 10.917 15.376 15.376 10.917 15.376 15.376 4.288 6.040 6.040

4.340 6.112 21.488 4.340 6.112 21.488 4.129 5.815 11.855

3.653 5.145 26.633 3.653 5.145 26.633 3.612 5.088 16.943

3.096 4.361 30.994 3.096 4.361 30.994 3.587 5.052 21.995

5 2.473 3.483 34.477 2.473 3.483 34.477 3.258 4.588 26.583

2.250 3.169 37.646 2.250 3.169 37.646 2.852 4.018 30.601

2.028 2.856 40.501 2.028 2.856 40.501 2.778 3.913 34.513

1,998 2,814 43,315 1,998 2,814 43,315 2,570 3,620 38,133

1,607 2,263 45,578 1,607 2,263 45,578 2,198 3,096 41,229

1,445 2,036 47,614 1,445 2,036 47,614 2,055 2,894 44,123

1,272 1,792 49,405 1,272 1,792 49,405 1,988 2,800 46,923

1,246 1,755 51,160 1,246 1,755 51,160 1,593 2,244 49,167

1,177 1,658 52,817 1.177 1.658 52.817 1.519 2.139 51.307

1.100 1.549 54.366 1.100 1.549 54.366 1.496 2.107 53.414

1.067 1.503 55.870 1.067 1.503 55.870 1.390 1.958 55.372

1.026 1.446 57.315 1.026 1.446 57.315 1.380 1.943 57.315

.988 1.391 58.706

Own source.
Extraction method: principal component analysis.

TABLE 1 Reliability statistics.

Cronbach’s alpha N of elements

.906

Own source.

TABLE 2 KMO and bartlett test.

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of 
sampling adequacy

0.886

Bartlett’s test for 

sphericity

Approx. chi-square 19,642,437

gl 2,485

Sig. 0.000

Own source.
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of context, it was decided to analyze the construct. This allowed us to 
know the weight of the items, which puts us in a position to highlight 
the relevance of issues such as the trajectory in the university and in 
studies in general, the communication that exists between the 
members of the family, the acceptance by the rest of the peers and the 
feeling of integration in the group.

Knowing these data has made it possible to reduce the number 
of items that make up the instrument, while maintaining good 
reliability. Thus, we have gone from having an instrument composed 
of 71 items to a questionnaire with a total of 30 items. The reliability 
obtained with this new version of the scale translates into a 
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.893, which indicates that the level of reliability 
remains high.

With all the data provided, we can affirm that a new version 
of the Velázquez and González (2017) successful student 
permanence questionnaire has been obtained. This new version 
has good statistical power, is shorter, since the number of items 
has been reduced, and offers a good level of reliability, which 
allows us to affirm that it is an ideal instrument for trying to 
anticipate possible situations of dropping out of university 
studies. This instrument is an effective tool for researchers and 
people interested in obtaining information on the subject in a 
reliable way.
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Problem and objective: University dropout is a major problem that affects 
more than 31,000 students each year in Andalusian universities, with serious 
personal and social consequences and an economic cost of more than 222 
million euros for the region’s public administration. As concluded from the 
review of explanatory models we reviewed, dropout has a multicausal origin. 
The purpose of our work is to test the efficacy of the use of a screening for 
the early detection of the risk of academic dropout in Higher Education in 
Andalusian universities.

Procedure: We applied a screening instrument adapted for incoming 
students in public universities in Andalusia. The survey was applied at the 
beginning of the second semester. In this article we present data from a 
sample composed of 976 subjects from the universities of Granada UGR, 
Jaén UJA and Pablo de Olavide de Sevilla UPO.

Results: With the data obtained we have established the dropout risk group, 
which includes those students who do not reach an average score of 3.00 in 
the total screening. There are 34 students representing 3.48% of the sample. 
Of these 34 students, 26 are women and 8 are men; 20 belong to the UGR, 
8 to the UJA and 5 to the UPO. The detection of the risk group will allow the 
universities to apply preventive measures in a personalized and adjusted way 
to avoid possible dropout.

KEYWORDS

higher education, dropout, prediction, risk group, prevention

1 Introduction

Academic dropout is a very important problem in higher education with very negative 
social and personal consequences. There are many personal situations of a student that 
can be included in the concept of dropout: change of undergraduate degree, transfer of 
university, temporary pause in studies and total abandonment of the classroom and the 
university system. In this article we are going to focus on total dropout, which the Spanish 
Ministry of Universities of the Government of Spain (2022) defines as the situation of a 
student who has not graduated on time and is not enrolled in his or her undergraduate 
degree or in any other degree program at any other university for two consecutive years, 
so that the student has been left out of the system.
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Consistent with this definition, the university system dropout rate 
is measured as the percentage of students in a cohort who, in year “X” 
in which they should have graduated, have not obtained their diploma 
and have not enrolled in any university degree program at in any 
university for two consecutive years (Ministry of Universities of the 
Government of Spain, 2022).

The dropout rate is excessively high in developed countries. 
International organizations such as the OECD (2019) put it at around 
20%. The EU indicates for Spain a value that fluctuates around 18% of 
all university students: bachelor’s and master’s degrees (Eurostat, 2020).

The official data collected in the successive annual reports of Data 
and Figures of the Spanish University System published by the 
Government show the evolution of the phenomenon. Specifically, in the 
2021 academic year, the rate rises to 13% of undergraduate students 
(Ministry of Universities of the Government of Spain, 2022). And a 
double-digit rate is highly worrisome for the University System. That 13% 
represents a total of 169,000 students who have dropped out of the system 
throughout Spain of which 31,850 correspond to universities in 
Andalusia (Ministry of Universities of the Government of Spain, 2022). 
If we estimate that the state was investing in 2021 about 7,000 euros per 
year per university position, the cost of dropout (as calculated by Colás 
Bravo, 2015) is amounting to a total of 1,183 million euros per year in 
Spain, of which 222 million euros correspond to Andalusia. These figures 
are lower than those estimated for the United States (Rumberger, 2020) 
and other regions of the world. Even so, they are unbearable.

In addition to the high economic impact, the negative effects are 
felt in job training, retraining, social and community assistance 
programs that must be put in place to care for unemployed young 
people and even those with social adaptation difficulties.

The social consequences of dropout are closely linked to the 
personal consequences: feelings of failure, depression, maladjustment 
or difficulty in finding a quality job in the immediate future.

As it is such a broad and widespread problem with pernicious 
consequences, many studies are converging to provide knowledge on 
the phenomenon and its causes (Aina et al., 2022). In his systematic 
review on the subject, Aljohani (2016) finds six theoretical models that 
try to explain the causes of dropout and to find the factors of 
persistence in study that are successful in retaining students.

Spady’s (1970) “Undergraduate Dropout Process” model is based 
on the assumptions (1) that satisfaction with the college experience 
will depend on the social and academic rewards available, and (2) that 
maintaining commitment to college requires both integration into the 
system and a significant number of positive rewards (academic or 
social). This theory is based on the idea of student interoperability 
with the academic system and the social system.

Tinto (1975) developed his “Institutional Departure Model” as an 
explanatory model of dropout in American universities and is based 
on a social integration perspective, attributing the cause of dropout to 
the interaction between the student’s personal attributes and the 
organizational structures of the institutions. Adjusting the above 
model for the European context, Heublein et al. (2003) include extra-
university contextual factors, such as economic situation, living 
conditions, family support, and academic and professional guidance 
received, as causes that influence persistence in the face of dropping 
out of university studies.

Bean’s (1980) “Student Attrition Model” attempts to create a direct 
causal pathway so that administrators can point to a specific variable 
indicating why students drop out. Among the variables studied that 

influence a student’s decision to persist in studies are: positive GPA, 
satisfaction with the institution, perceived added value of the 
education received, opportunities for participation in student life, and 
adequate organizational norms for effective integration.

With the “Student-Faculty Informal Contact Model,” Pascarella 
(1980) assumed that a more informal interaction of students with 
faculty could increase the level of their institutional commitment and, 
consequently, minimize the risk of dropout. Pascarella (1980) 
constructed his model of informal student-faculty contact by 
examining the dimensions: context, exposure, focus, and impact.

Meanwhile, in their “Non-traditional Student Attrition Model,” 
Bean and Metzner (1985) argue that, while previous models have 
emphasized the important role of social integration within the 
academic institution in the student persistence process, this factor has 
minimal impact on non-traditional students. Rather, nontraditional 
students appear to be affected primarily by environmental factors, 
such as family commitments and other external responsibilities.

The “Integrated Model of Student Retention” (Cabrera et  al., 
1993) analyzes all the statistically confirmed variables of the previous 
theories, while excluding from the model those that were not 
validated in the initial analysis and, in addition, merges similar 
constructs. Thus, the constructs “courses” and “institutional adequacy 
and quality” from Bean’s (1980) theoretical model are merged with 
the constructs “academic integration” and “institutional 
commitments” from Tinto’s theoretical model, respectively. In 
addition, some indicator variables were extracted from their original 
constructs and included in the current model as independent 
variables. For example, in their statistical analysis, Cabrera et  al. 
(1993) found that the variable “GPA,” considered in Tinto’s model as 
an indicator variable of the construct “academic integration,” had a 
status equivalent to the construct “parent.” Finally, the variables 
“financial attitudes” and “encouragement from friends and family” 
from the construct “environment” of Bean’s theoretical model were 
included in his model as independent variables because they were 
found to significantly affect academic integration, institutional 
commitments, and the persistence decision.

Along with these six classic models, we find other explanatory theories 
of dropout such as the Theory of Student Involvement (Astin, 1975) which 
refers to the “quantity and quality of physical and psychological energy that 
students invest in the college experience” (p. 307). Astin postulated that 
the degree to which students are involved in college is positively related to 
their degree of learning and personal development. More recently, Kehm 
et al. (2019), point out the nine factors that, in their opinion, influence 
dropout: academic integration, social integration, personal efforts and 
motivations to study, admission information and requirements, previous 
academic performance in school, the student’s personal characteristics, the 
student’s sociodemographic background, and external conditions. Among 
these external conditions are: the economic situation and the need to make 
studies compatible with work, even if it is part-time (Argentin and 
Triventi, 2011).

With his systematic review, Barroso et  al. (2022) makes a 
conceptual map of the factors involved in dropout: (1) Input attributes 
(mother’s academic level, family economic level, gender, mental 
health, previous academic path); (2) Goals and commitment (self-
efficacy, autonomy, motivation, perspectives); (3) Institutional 
experiences (academic capacity, time dedicated to study, interaction 
with peers, extracurricular activities); (4) Academic and social 
integration (satisfaction, perceived social support); and (5) Measures 
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of identification of risk groups (use of screening, analytical learning, 
data mining, preventive measures).

We draw attention to the fourth factor referring to proactive 
institutional intervention in diagnosis and preventive intervention 
with risk groups, which is the one we  focus on in this article. 
Considerations on the prediction of the phenomenon and the 
conditions of preventive actions are relevant to this study.

The identification and preventive intervention with students at 
risk of dropping out has been addressed by Ambiel (2015) who 
presented a study of construction and validation of the Higher 
Education Dropout Motivation Scale that considers risk factors and 
leads to an assessment of institutional, personal, interpersonal and 
professional motivations, autonomy, social support and academic 
performance. On the other hand, Lin and Tang (2015) report the 
construction of a dropout alert system in higher education using data 
mining strategies. de Oliveira et  al. (2021) employs AL Analytic 
Learning, a strategy that relies on the availability of large amounts of 
student data (demographic information, grades, behaviors in 
information systems, grades, behaviors in learning management 
systems, etc.), to exemplify changes in the way educational institutions 
use data to address student retention, dropout, and success issues, and 
focus on the needs of individual students in a personalized, data-
driven manner.

This system is used by Ortigosa et  al. (2019) with their SPA 
(Dropout Prediction System), an early warning system that uses these 
algorithmic models to generate static predictions of early dropout risk 
and periodically updated dynamic predictions. The goal of its work is 
to prevent student dropout through retention actions focused on the 
most at-risk students, seeking to maximize the effectiveness of 
institutional efforts in this regard. It also supports the recording of the 
resulting retention-oriented interventions for subsequent analysis.

According to a study by Martínez-López et al. (2023), the use of 
data mining techniques makes it possible to identify dropout risk 
indicators in university students. By analyzing academic and 
sociodemographic factors, predictive patterns of dropout can 
be detected (Martínez-López et al., 2023).

On the other hand, Moreno-Candil et al. (2022) point out that 
implementing early warning systems and comprehensive monitoring 
of vulnerable students is a key strategy for prevention. Timely 
detection and support can avoid situations of academic failure 
(Moreno-Candil et al., 2022).

Likewise, Moreno-Guerrero et  al. (2022) emphasize the 
importance of offering socioemotional support within preventive 
actions. The strengthening of soft skills and sense of institutional 
belonging reinforces the motivation and commitment of students 
(Moreno-Guerrero et al., 2022).

In short, we have seen how the phenomenon of university dropout 
has been studied from different disciplines: psychology (Bakker et al., 
2020), sociology (Samuel and Burger, 2020) and economics (Aina 
et al., 2022). Each of these disciplines points to specific mechanisms 
and determinants of students’ decisions and achievements. But what 
is certain is that the models work in an integrated manner and provide 
a multicausal explanation to the phenomenon (López-Cózar et al., 
2020). It is clear, therefore, that to address the prediction of school 
dropout, as we intend to do in this study, we will have to pay attention 
to dimensions such as: the student’s personality; the structures 
available for social integration; the investment in time, money and 
effort that the student must make to enter, persist and complete their 

studies; the possible existence of institutional mechanisms for 
reception and tutorial and academic support; vocational aspects; as 
well as the effectiveness of the instructional model offered to students 
and the neurodidactic factors involved (Álvarez et al., 2022).

2 Objectives

In this article, we address dropout as a definitive cause of the 
absence or weakness in the factors that favor persistence. Thus, 
we understand that weakness in the factors whose strength causes 
persistence leads to dropout. The purpose of our work is to test the 
effectiveness of the use of a screening for the early detection of the risk 
of academic dropout in Higher Education in Andalusian universities.

To achieve this purpose we set the following objectives:

 (1) To select a screening instrument to detect the risk of dropping 
out of university studies.

 (2) To apply the instrument to a large sample of students from 
public universities in Andalusia.

 (3) To describe the dropout risk group and compare it with the 
total sample.

3 Methods

3.1 Design and process

The use of screening instruments to diagnose dropout in 
universities is increasingly common (Casanova et al., 2021). In this 
study we applied a screening instrument adapted from Velázquez and 
González (2017) for incoming students in public universities in 
Andalusia in order to delimit the risk group and provide data on that 
would allow institutions to develop policies and adjust actions for 
immediate attention. The design that is non-experimental, descriptive, 
explanatory and correlational.

The sample was accessed in 2021 through the opportunity 
provided by the professors in charge of teaching the second semester 
of the first course of any degree. For reasons of convenience, the 
application of the instrument was initiated at the Universities of 
Granada (UGR), Jaén (UJA) and Pablo de Olavide de Sevilla (UPO).

3.2 Sample

The sample is composed of 976 subjects. Of the 970 who 
identified their gender, 755 were women (77.35%) and 215 were men 
(22.02%). Out of the total, 642 study at the University of Granada 
(65.77%), 260 at the University of Jaén (26.63%) and 73 at the Pablo 
de Olavide University in Seville (7.47%), with one student not 
answering to which university he/she belonged. The students belong 
to a wide range of programs taught at the Andalusian universities 
mentioned: from Primary Education studies, which reaches the 
highest level of presence in the sample with 34.3%, to Criminology 
or different Engineering programs, which have one or more 
representatives in the sample. The subjects belong to the first year of 
the different undergraduate courses.
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The instrument was applied to the students at the beginning of the 
second semester of their university studies. The students were 
contacted through their professors. For this purpose, a request for 
collaboration was sent to all professors with classes in the second 
semester of studies at the Universities of Granada, Jaén and Pablo 
Olavide in Seville.

3.3 Instrument

For the diagnosis of subjects at risk of dropping out,  
we  have used the “Survey on successful student retention” by 
Velázquez and González (2017) validated, in the first instance, by 
applying it to a population of nursing students from the 
Matamoros Multidisciplinary Academic Unit of the Autonomous 
University of Tamaulipas and which we  have adapted to the 
academic context of the Spanish university (Álvarez et al., 2022). 
This survey has been slightly modified in the wording of the items 
to adapt it to the Spanish student reality, and two of the initial 73 
items have been eliminated because they were not considered 
applicable in our context. In its final application format, the 
survey consists of 71 items and 6 questions for the 
sociodemographic identification of the student. The survey takes 
the form of a five-point Likert-type scale in which the student 
expresses their degree of agreement or disagreement with the 
opinion expressed.

Although it already had an excellent content validation, the 
instrument was again submitted to a content evaluation, with the 
participation of 12 judges, with the rank of PhD and specialists in the 
subject (professionalism coefficient k = 0.9), who provided some 
suggestions on the form of the items. Similarly, a pilot test was carried 
out using a sample group, from which slight changes were made in the 
formulation of some items (two in particular), without affecting the 
structural basis of the items.

The usefulness of using this survey on persistence in studies to 
diagnose at-risk groups is evident: to the extent that the factors shown 
to be  effective for persistence do not appear in a student, he/she 
belongs to the at-risk group and is a candidate for corrective measures 
that enhance the persistence factors and decrease the predictors of 
dropout (Boyraz et al., 2013). In addition, the survey is easy to apply 
by the professors themselves in the classroom, which makes it an 
excellent screening system.

The original survey establishes five dimensions of 
university studies:

A. -Motivation;
B. -Commitment;
C. -Attitude and behavior;
D. -Socioeconomic conditions;
E. -Continuity.

These dimensions group  10 categories that, according to the 
authors, represent the theoretical model of persistence vs. dropping 
out of university studies (Table 1).

3.4 Data processing and analysis

With the data collected, we performed a descriptive analysis, a 
correlation analysis between dimensions using Spearman’s Rho 
coefficient and an analysis of variance using the Kruskall-Wallis test 
to study the distribution of each dimension by university. The results 
of the descriptive analysis were used to make the sensitivity and 
specificity decisions necessary to estimate the risk group. The 
following software was used: SPSS V22.0.

4 Results

4.1 Descriptives

The descriptive analysis of the data shows that all dimensions 
(Table  1) receive a mean score above 3.00, therefore positive. 
Dimension C-Attitude and behavior has the highest mean (4.35), 
followed by dimensions E-Continuity (4.11), D-Socio-economic 
conditions (4.09), B-Commitment (3.88). Dimension A-Motivation 
has the lowest mean (3.86). The data distribution, as will be seen 
below, is not normal, so the median should be taken as the main 
statistic; however, since both coincide, the mean has been shown 
as the preferred statistic.

The overall mean score achieved by the set of all the items of 
the entire sample is 3.83, i.e., the student population surveyed 
seems to be oriented toward persistence in the studies rather than 
toward dropping out. However, there are seven items that do not 
reach the mean score of 3.00, i.e., they indicate a certain level of 

TABLE 1 Dimensions and category of the survey on persistence in university studies.

Dimension/items Categories

A.- Motivation (1–17) Internal

External

B.- Commitment (18–41) For the institution

Personal

C.- Attitude and behavior (42–60) Academic integration

D.- Socioeconomic conditions (61–64) Social and family interaction

Economic conditions

E.- Continuity (65–71) Successful completion of subjects

Regular attendance

Uninterrupted academic path

Source: Velázquez and González (2017).
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dissatisfaction with the personal situation in the degree program. 
These items are presented in Table 2.

Of the seven items not oriented to persistence, three of them, 
37, 26 and 19 belong to dimension B.- Commitment, while the 
other four items (2, 4, 7, and 6) refer to dimension A.-Motivation.

As we  had already discussed in Table  3, motivation and 
commitment are the traits that stand out the least in the 
students surveyed.

4.2 Correlations between dimensions

To calculate the correlation between dimensions, the Kruskal-
Wallis test was previously applied, since there were more than three 
samples, with the result that the data distribution was not normal, so 
we  proceeded to study the correlation between dimensions using 
Spearman’s Rho coefficient, obtaining the results shown in Table 4.

Table 4 shows the two-by-two correlations of all dimensions. 
All pairs correlate positively and significantly at level 0.01 
(bilateral). These correlations vary in degree of significance. 
Moderately significant are the correlations (Rho between 0.40 and 
0.59) between dimensions A/B (Motivation and Commitment) 
with a coefficient of 0.563; A/C (Motivation and Attitude and 
Behavior) with a coefficient of 0.412; and B/C (Commitment and 
Attitude and Behavior) with a coefficient of 0.431. The dimensions 
B/E (Attitude and Behavior and Continuity) with coefficient 
0.378; C/E (Attitude and Behavior and Continuity) with 

coefficient 0.373; C/D (Attitude and Behavior and Socioeconomic 
Conditions) with coefficient 0.352; D/E (Socioeconomic 
Conditions with Continuity) with coefficient 0.342 appear  
with a low significant minor correlation (Rho between 0.20 and 
0.39); A/E (Motivation with Continuity) with coefficient 0.272; 
and B/D (Commitment and Socioeconomic Conditions) with 
coefficient 0.254; Finally, we consider that the correlation A/D 
(Motivation and Socioeconomic Conditions) with coefficient 
0.157, is a very insignificant correlation (Rho greater than 0.00 
and up to 0.19).

We have studied the effect that belonging to a different 
university has on each dimension. To do this, we performed the 
Kruskal-Wallis test, finding that there are two dimensions that 
correlate positively with the university variable. These are 
dimensions A.-Motivation and E.-Continuity with values of 0.007 
and 0.012 respectively, as shown in Table 5. Both are significant at 
a confidence level of 95%.

Studying dimension A.-Motivation (Tables 6, 7), we find that 
the responses differ between UPO and UGR students, as well as 
between UPO and UJA students, while there are no significant 
differences in the responses given by UGR and UJA students. The 
motivation to persist among UPO students is lower than that of 
students from other universities and, therefore, the dropout rate at 
UPO is more likely to be higher.

Each row tests the null hypothesis that the distributions of the 
UPO/UGR/UJA subsamples taken in pairs, two by two, are equal. 
Asymptotic significances (bilateral tests) are shown. The significance 

TABLE 2 Lowest scoring items in la muestra general.

No Item Dimension Mean

37 The program coordinator takes action to ensure there are no free hours between classes. B.- Commitment 2.47

2 My professors use assessment strategies that favor my creativity. A.- Motivation 2.77

26 I consider my undergraduate courses not too difficult. B.- Commitment 2.80

4 My lecturers care about my work in class. A.- Motivation 2.82

7 In general, I feel motivated by my professors. A.- Motivation 2.88

6 I feel that my effort is recognized by my professors. A.- Motivation 2.92

19 I participate actively in class B.- Commitment 2.97

Source: FEDER B-SEJ-516-UGR18.

TABLE 3 Descriptive data by dimension.

A 
Motivation

B
Commitment

C
Attitude and behavior

D
Socio-economic conditions

E
Continuity

N valid 922 885 906 951 935

Missing 54 91 70 25 41

Mean 3.8616 3.8813 4.3566 4.0917 4.1144

Median 3.8824 3.9167 4,4737 4.2500 4.4286

Skewness −0.443 −0.325 −0.298 −0.761 −0.961

Standard error skewness 0.81 0.82 0.81 0.79 0.80

Kurtosis 0.591 −0.057 2.389 0.035 0.126

Standard error kurtosis 0.161 0.164 0.162 0.158 0.160

Source: FEDER B-SEJ-516-UGR18.
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level is 0.05. Significance values have been adjusted by Bonferroni 
correction for several tests. Regarding the E.-Continuity dimension 
(Tables 8, 9), we again find that the behavior of UPO students is 
different from that of UGR and UJA students. The data show that 
UPO students have a lower tendency to continuity than students 
from the other two universities and, therefore, a higher risk of 
dropping out.

4.3 Risk estimation

To establish the at-risk group, we have decided to include those 
students who do not reach an average score of 3.00  in all their 
responses to the 71 items. With this cut-off score, we found that there 
are 34 students who do not reach the minimum value of 3.00. This 

represents 3.48% of the sample. Of these 34 students, 26 are women 
and 8 are men; 20 belong to the UGR, 8 to the UJA and 5 to the 
UPO. The average score achieved by the at-risk group is 2.21 for all 
their responses. The characteristics of the risk group are shown in 
Table 10.

TABLE 4 Correlations between dimensions.

Spearman rho A Motivation B Commitment C Attitude 
and behavior

D Socio-
economic 
conditions

E Continuity

A

Motivation

correlation Coeff 1.000 0.563 0.412 0.157 0.272

Sig. (bilateral) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 922 843 863 902 885

B

Commitment

correlation Coeff 0.563 1.000 0.431 0.254 0.378

Sig. (bilateral) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 843 885 840 875 862

C

Attitude and 

behavior

correlation Coeff 0.412 0.431 1.000 0.352 0.373

Sig. (bilateral) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 863 840 906 896 880

D

Socio-economic 

conditions

correlation Coeff 0.157 0.254 0.352 1.000 0.342

Sig. (bilateral) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 902 875 896 951 928

E

Permanence

correlation Coeff 0.272 0.378 0.373 0.342 1.000

Sig. (bilateral) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 885 862 880 928 935

Source: FEDER B-SEJ-516-UGR18.

TABLE 6 Kruskal-Wallis statistics for independent samples dimension 
A.- Motivation/University.

Total N 919

Test statistic 16.056a

Degree of freedom 5

Asymptotic sig. (bilateral test) 0.007

Source: FEDER B-SEJ-516-UGR18.

TABLE 5 Correlation coefficient Kruskall-Wallis.

Null hypothesis Test Sig.

1 The distribution of Dimension A.-Motivation is the same across 

UNIVERSITY categories.

Kruskal-Wallis test for independent 

samples

0.007

2 The distribution of Dimension B.-Commitment is the same across 

UNIVERSITY categories.

Kruskal-Wallis test for independent 

samples

0.129

3 The distribution of Dimension C.-Attitude and behavior is the same across 

UNIVERSITY categories.

Kruskal-Wallis test for independent 

samples

0.627

4 The distribution of Dimension D.-Socio-economic conditions is the same 

across UNIVERSITY categories.

Kruskal-Wallis test for independent 

samples

0.225

5 The distribution of Dimension E.-Permanence is the same across 

UNIVERSITY categories.

Kruskal-Wallis test for independent 

samples

0.012

Source: FEDER B-SEJ-516-UGR18.
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Table 11 shows a comparison between the characteristics of the 
total sample and the characteristics of the risk group, on which we can 
make the following comments:

 1 As already mentioned the overall mean of the risk group drops 
to 2.21 from the 3.48 points it reaches in the total sample.

 2 In the risk group women are overrepresented by 3.12%,

TABLE 7 University-peer comparisons on dimension A.-Motivation.

Sample 
1-Sample 2

Test statistic Deviation error Dev. test 
statistic

Significance Adjusted 
significancea

UPO-UGR 108,894 34,435 3.162 0.002 0.023

UPO-UJA 144,439 36,879 3.917 0.000 0.001

UGR-UJA −35,545 20,355 −1.746 0.081 1.000

Source: FEDER B-SEJ-516-UGR18.

TABLE 8 Kruskal-Wallis statistics for independent samples dimension E.- Permanence/pairs University.

Total N 932

Test statistic 14,613a

Degree of freedom 5

Asymptotic significance (bilateral test) 0.012

Source: FEDER B-SEJ-516-UGR18.

TABLE 9 University peer comparisons in dimension E.-Continuity.

Sample 
1-Sample 2

Test statistic Deviation error Dev. test 
statistic

Significance Adjusted 
significancea

UPO-UJA 100,942 37,370 2.701 0.007 0.104

UPO-UGR 116,017 35,063 3.309 0.001 0.014

UJA-UGR 15,076 20,275 0.744 0.457 1.000

Source: FEDER B-SEJ-516-UGR18.

TABLE 10 Characteristics of the risk group.

N Percentage

Risk group 34 3.48%

Gender 26 female 76.47%

8 males 23.52%

University 20 UGR 58.82%

8 UJA 23.52%

5 UPO 14.70%

Average score achieved 2.21

Source: FEDER B-SEJ-516-UGR18.

TABLE 11 Comparison between the characteristics of the at-risk group and the general sample.

Total sample Risk group

Mean 3.83 2.21

Subjects 976 100% 34 3.48%

Women 755 73.35% 76.47%

Men 215 22.02% 23.52%

UGR 642 65.77% 58.82%

UJA 260 26.63% 23.52%

UPO 73 7.47% 14.70%

Source: FEDER B-SEJ-516-UGR18.
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 3 Men, on the other hand, are underrepresented by 1.5%.
 4 The students of the University of Granada are underrepresented 

in the risk group by 6.95%.
 5 Students from the University of Jaén are also underrepresented 

in the risk group by 3.11%. 5.
 6 Students at the Pablo de Olavide University in Seville are 

overrepresented in the risk group by almost twice as much as 
the sample, from 7.47 to 14.70%, i.e., 7.23% more.

That is, the at-risk group has an overrepresentation of female 
UPO students.

In Table 12 we present the items with the highest scores for at-risk 
students, i.e., the items that are persistence-oriented since they score 
above 3.00. These are 11 out of the total of 71 items that make up the 
survey. This means that, in 60 items, at-risk students score below the 
mean of 3.00. Interestingly, the items with the highest scores for the 
at-risk group belong to dimensions A.-Motivation and 
B.-Commitment.

Table  13 shows the items with the lowest scores for at-risk 
students, and which should guide the corrective measures to 
be proposed. There are 28 items corresponding to all dimensions 
except the first one: motivation.

5 Discussion and conclusion

Our diagnosis of dropout risk focused on dimensions that have 
been frequently analyzed in the literature. Motivation to study, both 
external (for rewards) and internal (student autonomy) has been 
studied by Barroso et al. (2022) and by Aina et al. (2022) in their cost–
benefit analysis of the effort made in the study. In our study we have 
found that motivation maintains a close relationship with permanence. 
The Commitment dimension already appears in the model of Spady 
(1970), Tinto (1975), Pascarella (1980), Cabrera et al. (1993), and 
Kehm et al. (2019). In all of them it is related to permanence in the 
same line as evidenced by our results. Positively correlated with 
permanence, although to a lesser degree, is our dimension 
Socioeconomic conditions. This same dimension has been addressed 
in the studies of Heublein et  al. (2003), Kehm et  al. (2019), and 
Barroso et al. (2022) as a predictor variable of academic dropout. Our 

Attitude and Behavior dimension refers to the individual psychological 
coping variables of the study that are included in most of the models 
analyzed, such as Astin (1975) or Cabrera et al. (1993).

Same as what has happened to us, Velázquez and González (2017) 
found that there are significant correlations between the five 
dimensions that make up the instrument. In their case, the strongest 
correlation is established between E/A (Continuity and Motivation) 
followed by the pairs: E/B (Continuity and Commitment); E/D 
(Continuity and Socioeconomic Conditions) and E/C (Permanence 
and Attitude and Behavior). The latter with a very low correlation. 
They preferentially study the pairs integrated with the E/
Continuity dimension.

In our case, we have studied all the pairs and have observed that 
A/B (Motivation and Commitment) and A/C (Motivation and 
Attitude and behavior) are the most strongly related pairs.

In any case, we agree with Velázquez and González (2017) that the 
strongest correlation is between the A/B (Motivation and 
Commitment) dimensions. In their Mexican application, dimensions 
A.-Motivation and D.-Socioeconomic conditions are strongly 
correlated and, in our case, the correlation is very low.

With their research, Velázquez and González (2017) wanted to 
identify risk factors around those items that obtained a lower 
standardized weight and that are grouped in the categories: internal 
motivation, personal commitment to study and socioeconomic 
conditions. This does not coincide with studies such as Pintrich (2004) 
and Solberg Nes et al. (2009) that point to the important effect of 
motivation and self-reported learning as retention factors in studies. 
Indeed, in our total sample, internal motivation scores very low. But 
there are no significant differences between the total sample and the 
at-risk group. Moreover, our results coincide with the findings of 
international and classical studies reported by Tinto (2022).

We have established criteria for diagnosing students at risk of 
dropping out. We choose a high sensitivity at the expense of a strong 
specificity. That is, in a first analysis we have opted for the risk group 
to include those students with a strong prediction of dropping out 
(high sensitivity), leaving out those students that had a moderate 
prediction but who will eventually drop out. The latter have not been 
included in our risk group (low specificity). The advantage of this 
decision, which has led us to set the cut-off point at 3.00, is that it does 
not alarm the authorities and allows us to test corrective measures 

TABLE 12 Items with the highest scores for the at-risk group.

No Item Dimension Mean

9 I want to graduate. A.- Motivation 4.11

11 To be a good professional is a personal goal. A.- Motivation 3.88

12 I want to practice my profession when I finish my studies. A.- Motivation 3.82

10 Completing my studies on time is important to me. A.- Motivation 3.55

8 I am interested in obtaining an outstanding grade in my subjects. A.- Motivation 3.44

18 I can complete the tasks I am given in my different subjects. B.- Commitment 3.41

14 I consider myself an intelligent and capable person. A.- Motivation 3.23

17 I see myself as a person with the necessary skills to succeed professionally. A.- Motivation 3.20

13 I see myself as a successful professional. A.- Motivation 3.05

20 I give priority to fulfilling my obligations as a student. B.- Commitment 3.02

27 I have to spend time every day studying or doing academic work. B.- Commitment 3.00

Source: FEDER B-SEJ-516-UGR18.
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with those most in need knowing that they can later be extended to 
larger groups.

With adequate follow-up of the surveyed students and with future 
annual applications of the screening, we will be able to adjust the 
diagnostic criteria to a reasonable and efficient balance between 
sensitivity and specificity values in line with the work of Ávalos Ruiz 
and Fernández Cruz (2022), varying, if necessary, the cut-off point. 
With our decision, the risk group has a size of 3.48% when the 
contrasted data offer real dropout data of 13% in Spain (Ministry of 
Universities of the Government of Spain, 2022). The high sensitivity 
is far from the real size, so it is our intention to increase the specificity 
with periodic screening applications.

As pointed out by Aina et al. (2022) and as we have reviewed in 
our study, university dropout is the result of a sequential process 
carried out under gradually decreasing levels of uncertainty and 
students’ awareness of the costs of education and future returns, as 
well as the level of integration of that student into their 
academic system.

In short, university dropout is a multivariate phenomenon in 
which the final decision is mediated by different determinants. The 
application of screening has made it possible to establish a baseline on 
the risk factors for dropout in Higher Education in Andalusian 
universities. Both Ambiel (2015) and Ortigosa et  al. (2019) are 
examples of good practice in establishing dropout risk groups by 

TABLE 13 Worst-scoring items by students at risk: below 2.00 (1.02–1.97).

No Item Dimension Mean

64 The means of transport I use to travel to the faculty does not represent a problem for me to attend my 

classes on time.

D.-Socio-economic 

conditions

1.17

38 I feel that there is a commitment on the part of the academic authorities to attend to my needs as a 

student.

B.-Commitment 1.17

65 I have never interrupted my studies for one semester or more. E.-Continuity 1.17

68 Currently I do not have any subjects pending from previous semesters. E.-Continuity 1.23

41 I consider tutorial activities have had a positive impact on my academic performance. B.-Commitment 1.32

66 I have never considered suspending my university studies temporarily or permanently. E.-P Continuity 1.38

39 The library hours are in line with my academic schedule. B.-Commitment 1.40

43 I have no family problems that affect my concentration or performance. C.-Attitude and behavior 1.47

70 I have never failed one or more subjects for not reaching the compulsory attendance percentage. E.-Continuity 1.50

48 I feel morally supported by my family members. C.-Attitude and behavior 1.50

46 At home, household activities are shared by all members of the family. C.-Attitude and behavior 1.50

36 The coordination of my undergraduate studies facilitates the execution of my academic activities. B.-Commitment 1.50

35 The administrative procedures I have requested from the corresponding area have been solved 

satisfactorily.

B.-Commitment 1.50

37 The coordinator of my undergraduate studies takes action to ensure that there are no free hours 

between classes.

B.-Commitment 1.50

45 Communication with my family members is positive and open. C.-Attitude and behavior 1.55

69 I am keeping up to date with my English language levels. E.-Continuity 1.58

40 I have a tutor in my faculty. B.-Commitment 1.61

44 The values of study and hard work are encouraged and practiced at home. B.-Commitment 1.64

63 I do not need to work to pay for my university education. D.-Socio-economic 

conditions

1.70

47 I identify my parents as authority figures. C.-Attitude and Behavior 1.73

62 I have external financial support such as family income, funding, or scholarships for my studies. D.-Socio-economic 

conditions

1.76

51 I feel proud of the studies I am taking. C.-Attitude and behavior 1.82

49 I feel fully integrated in my group of fellow students at the university. C.-Attitude and behavior 1.89

56 I feel accepted and valued by my classmates. C.-Attitude and behavior 1.94

60 I consider myself a productive and socially accepted person. C.-Attitude and behavior 1.94

61 At home I have adequate space, services, and equipment to carry out my university tasks. D.-Socio-economic 

conditions

1.94

67 I have taken all my subjects as an on-campus student at the University. E.-Continuity 1.94

42 My relationship with my family is friendly and respectful. C.-Attitude and behavior 1.97

Source: FEDER B-SEJ-516-UGR18.
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assessing predictive dimensions such as those we  have donated. 
Ortigosa et al.’s (2019) own work, as previously done by Lin and Tang 
(2015), uses data mining and learning analytics along with assessment 
scales to perform the diagnosis. We have limited ourselves to the 
application of screening. We  left the use of data mining for later. 
We  have established the response profile of the student body by 
gender, degree studies and university of origin. We have established 
which are the items best rated by the students, which become 
protective factors, which are the items worst rated by the students and 
which become risk factors. In addition, we have established the level 
of correlation between the dimensions that make up the instrument. 
This constitutes the baseline of the risk of academic failure and 
dropout in Andalusia.

This is the line followed by those scholars who call for joining 
academic and scientific efforts to offer predictive strategies and 
solutions (Gairín et al., 2015). Preventive measures should consider 
preventing dropout, for example, increasing institutional resources 
and/or creating interventions to improve academic and social 
integration, motivation, study skills and study effort.

At the same time, the preventive or corrective measures to 
be  applied in the at-risk population will focus on reversing the 
orientation of those same factors that, as we  have already seen, 
generate persistence. The descriptive analyses that have been carried 
out on dropout prevention models reveal that the situation can 
be  alleviated. Different programs and extraordinary measures of 
attention are being experimented in Higher Education Institutions 
around the world. These are intended to increase the persistence of 
students in their studies and minimize the negative effects for the 
institutions and for the public administrations themselves. To this end, 
the unproductive expenditure that would be generated by potential 
dropouts must be  transformed into investment that generates 
productive returns and economic growth, i.e., that applies productive 
expenditure for graduate students (Tinto, 2022). In short, it is a matter 
of adjusting university educational policies and their curricular and 
organizational practices and including palliative, remedial and 
preventive actions to alleviate the situation (Olmos, 2021).
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