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Dropout at university. Variables
involved on it

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.
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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.

Frontiers in Education 10 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1159864
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Lorenzo-Quiles et al. 10.3389/feduc.2023.1159864

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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