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Dropping out of university has serious consequences not only for the student who drops
out but also for the institution and society as a whole. Although this phenomenon
has been widely studied, there is a need for broader knowledge of the context
in which it occurs. Yet research on the subject often focuses on variables that,
although they affect drop-out rates, lie beyond a university’s control. This makes it
hard to come up with effective preventive measures. That is why a northern Spanish
university has undertaken a ex post facto holistic research study on 1,311 freshmen
(2008/9, 2009/10, and 2010/11 cohorts). The study falls within the framework of the
ALFA-GUIA European Project and focuses on those drop-out factors where there is
scope for taking remedial measures. This research explored the possible relationship
of degree drop-out and different categories of variables: variables related to the
educational stage prior to university entry (path to entry university and main reason
for degree choice), variables related to integration and coexistence at university (social
integration, academic integration, relationships with teachers/peers and value of the
living environment) financial status and performance during university studies (in terms
of compliance with the program, time devoted to study, use of study techniques and
class attendance). Descriptive, correlational and variance analyses were conducted to
discover which of these variables really distinguish those students who drop-out from
their peers who complete their studies. Results highlight the influence of vocation as
main reason for degree choice, path to university entry, financial independency, social
and academic adaptation, time devoted to study, use of study techniques and program
compliance in the studied phenomenon.

Keywords: higher education, university drop-out, academic performance, academic adaptation, social adaptation

INTRODUCTION

Dropping out of higher education is a global phenomenon and it affects virtually all universities
(UNESCO, 2004). That is why higher education institutions have researched the kinds of drop-
outs, their causes and consequences ever since the early 20th century, and in particular since the
1970s. Durán-Aponte and Pujol (2012) argue that university drop-outs can be classified under one
of three heads: voluntary (voluntary or forced drop-out); temporary (whether initial, early or late);
scope (internal, institutional or from the education system). However, research currently under
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way on the phenomenon tends to focus on initial or early
voluntary drop-out (that is to say, during the first year of
university). That is because this is when most drop-outs tend to
occur (Castaño et al., 2004; Willcoxson, 2010; Belloc et al., 2011).
Also, for practical reasons most studies focus on internal drop-
outs (or change of degree) and institutional drop-outs (where
students leave the university concerned but do not necessarily
stop studying, whether at a university or other institution).
Practical reasons lie behind this focus, especially with regard to
sample identification. Such studies cover a wide range of variables
(a holistic approach) in order to avoid the biases that were once
common.

Detailed study of the factors involved in university drop-
out has both given rise to different explanatory models of the
phenomenon and revealed its complexity. Some models focus
solely on the possible influence of economic variables (Jensen,
1981; Donoso and Schiefelbein, 2007). Other models focus on the
various psychological characteristics of students who drop-out
(Fishbein and Ajzen, 1977; Belloc et al., 2011). Yet others stress
the influence of sociological factors that go beyond the individual
(Pincus, 1980), or that affect the education institution itself
(Kamers, 1971) or on the interaction between these two (Tinto,
1975). All models look at variables that may explain drop-out and
shed light on the phenomenon. That said, at present one of the
most commonly applied ones is a reformulation of Tinto’s (1993)
adaptive explicative model. This model highlights the importance
of characteristics pre-dating university entry and variables such
as background, and student adaptation to the institution’s social
and academic atmosphere as factors determining student drop-
out. This model has been criticized for failing to take into account
the cultural diversity of students (Guiffrida, 2006) or variables
outside the academic context such as family involvement (Bean,
1983). Notwithstanding these criticisms, the variables included
by Tinto in his model seem to carry weight in studies regardless
of the context in which they were carried out. This is especially
true in those covering the first year of university (Tinto, 2001;
Upcraft et al., 2004). On the other hand, learning theorists believe
that a student’s commitment to his studies and ability to tackle
tasks in a strategic fashion are important variables in academic
performance (Azevedo et al., 2010; Broadbent and Poon, 2015).
They argue that these variables bear heavily on students deciding
whether to stay on at university or to drop-out (Arco-Tirado
et al., 2011). Students’ academic adaptation to the university
setting thus assumes great importance in the decision to either
continue one’s studies or to drop-out. It seems reasonable to think
(and has been shown to be true) that it is the students who fail at
university that drop-out, not those that succeed (Araque et al.,
2009).

Of the drop-out related variables falling under the head of
background, it seems that the student’s academic track record
(e.g., matriculation grade; Smith and Naylor, 2001; Belloc et al.,
2011; Burillo et al., 2011) and the student’s financial possibilities
are constantly found to be relevant factors. Some research
shows that pre-university training can play a role in fostering
continuation and completion of the student’s academic studies.
Thus some university entrance options (Corominas, 2001;
Rodrigo et al., 2012) are associated with higher drop-out rates

than others. Reserved place schemes (e.g., vocational training or
for those over the age of 25/45) stand out in this respect. This
seems to be because students entering through reserved place
schemes have different backgrounds from those entering straight
from school. Here, students joining from school are more likely
to complete their studies than those that do not (Lassibille and
Navarro, 2009). Similarly, student performance at this stage lays
the foundations for future academic attainment. This is because
academic grades prior to entry are a good predictor of university
performance — something corroborated by Casaravilla et al.
(2012) — and thus of the likelihood of a student dropping out.
However, one must also take into account the link between
choice of degree and reasons for dropping out. As Duncan
(2006) noted, this is because informed choice of degree is a
predictor of both switching studies and of drop-out from higher
education (a variable that combines both matriculation grade
and motivational aspects). Here, we should bear in mind that
although students may know and wish to entry in a particular
degree, a limited availability of places and the requirements of the
institution (ej. outstanding academic performance during high
school) often prevent them from getting enrolled in their first
choice. Not surprisingly, students who have to make do with
another choice of degree are more likely to drop-out. In fact, 80%
of students who drop-out of certain degree programs had not
taken them as their first choice. This was so because either the
student’s matriculation grade was too low to get their first choice
or factors other than student motivation played a role (Cabrera
et al., 2006b; Elias, 2008; Burillo et al., 2011).

In addition to the student’s academic background,
financial support is also a constant factor. Students’ financial
circumstances and the opportunity cost of undertaking university
studies (Chen, 2008) play a role. Students who depend on their
own slender resources at university and especially those doing a
full-time job during their studies are the ones who are likeliest
to drop-out (Elias, 2008; Goldenhersh et al., 2011; Esteban et al.,
2016).

While these variables have been shown to be highly relevant,
they only partly predict university drop-outs. That is because
(as with academic achievement), dropping out is a complex
phenomenon. Accordingly, other variables need to be taken
into account to explain why students facing similar risks and
challenges (financial ones, for instance) and taking the same
degrees still manage to graduate (Landry, 2003). Given this,
the student’s social adaptation to university, his motivation,
commitment and ability to meet academic demands, could be
the answer. There are many variables that influence a student’s
decision on whether to drop-out or to continue studying — a
point noted by Tinto (2006). Some of these variables lie beyond
the university’s control. An example here might be the cultural
level of the student’s family. So while we concede the theoretical
interest of analyzing all aspects bearing on dropping out of
university, in this paper we shall focus on those where universities
have a chance of making a difference.

University study habits and techniques are linked to both
academic performance and student drop-out (Antoni, 2003;
Cabrera et al., 2006a). Given the results obtained by Vermetten
et al. (1999) and Schmeck (2013), we acknowledge that the
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most suitable study techniques may vary with the kind of
academic training imparted and the student’s preferred learning
styles. Depending on the degree chosen, the student’s study
techniques may or may not be those required for successful
completion of the course. Hence the need to detect mismatches
between student’s study techniques and academic requirements,
and to take remedial action are necessary (Hernández et al.,
2015). In this regard, regular class attendance makes it easier to
freshmen to adapt and develop their skills, in order to match
the requirements of their particularstudy program, promoting a
good academic progress at university (Rodríguez and Herrera,
2009). Regular class attendance also facilitates social contacts,
helping to forge links among students, parents, faculty, and other
university staff. Such relationships not only foster students’ social
and academic adaptation but also help keep students in the
degree program (Tinto, 1997). Student support services play a
particularly important role in this regard. However, the results
may be mediated by the teaching methodology and teaching
method, as Braxton et al. (2000) have highlighted. These variables
are highly relevant. It therefore behooves universities to delve into
them so that they can improve their teaching and organizational
methods. Here, universities cannot shirk their responsibilities by
laying all the blame for drop-outs on student fecklessness — a
point made by Tinto (2006). Instead, universities should strive
harder to meet students’ needs. One should not blithely assume
that a student who drops out does so because he is poorly
motivated, does not work hard enough or lacks ability. Nor
should such arguments be taken as an excuse for the university
to wash its hands of the situation. Instead, the university must
grasp the risk factors so that the right remedial measures can
be taken. The university should work with both the student and
others, providing as many tools as possible to ensure students
graduate.

One should also bear in mind the longitudinal dimension of
dropping out — a point stressed by Tinto (1988). In order to
explain different kinds of drop-outs, regarding on the moment
when the student makes this decision. Tinto (1988) draws on
anthropological studies on trive rites of passage, arguing that
access to higher education is comparable to these ancient rites,
symbolizing the transition of individuals from one social group
to another (a process described by Van Gennep, 1960). Here, it
is necessary to to recognize feelings of isolation and weakness,
similar to those described by Durkheim (1954) under the term
“anomie.”

Given the plethora of research studies undertaken to date
and for diverse purposes (descriptive, explanatory, predictive, for
improvement), one wonders whether further contributions to
knowledge are needed in this field. Nevertheless, studying which
factors affect dropping out in every cultural context is vital if one
is to come up with effective, well-targeted counter-measures. That
is because students’ circumstances and educational levels vary
among countries and the regions within them (Willcoxson et al.,
2011). As Lamb et al. (2010) state, some educational systems are
more effective than others at hanging on to students and making
sure they graduate.

In northern Spain, although students show many similarities
with those in other countries, they also exhibit major differences:

Spanish students tend not to live on a university campus —
unlike the case elsewhere. This means that most interaction takes
place in classrooms (Ariño and Llopis, 2011); classes tend to
be large, sometimes over a hundred students, making it hard
if not impossible to cater to individual needs (Montmarquette
et al., 2001); there is little cultural or ethnic diversity and non-
traditional students [who are more likely to drop-out — as found
in other studies, such as those by Stoessel et al. (2015)] are very
thin on the ground in Spanish universities. That is because such
students tend to drop-out of school and do not make it to Higher
Education or opt for Vocational Training instead (University
of Sussex, 2015); the link between getting a university degree
and a job post-graduation is weaker than in other countries
(Prokou, 2008; Schomburg, 2011); few students resort to bank
loans to fund their studies and hence the financial disincentives
for dropping are not as stark (Hillman, 2014). As Di Pietro (2006)
highlighted, dropping out is a phenomenon that is linked to
time and setting (even though there may be common features
and factors among Higher Education institutions). It therefore
behooves universities to constantly update their analyses of the
problem.

Accordingly, our study analyses the differences between those
students who drop-out and those who stay on. The variables
examined for this purpose cover personal, social and academic
characteristics that may affect adaptation between student and
institution. Regarding the literature review, we assume the
following hypothesis:

(a) Students that decided to drop-out have worse integration
(social and academic) than those who persist.

(b) Students than quit their university degree migth have worse
relationships with teachers and peers than those who do not
quit.

(c) Participants behavior (in terms of class attendance, time
devoted to study, use of study techniques and performance)
would be better in the persistence groups, in comparison to
the drop-out group.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The research sample was 1,301 students from a university
in northern Spain (University of Oviedo). This sample is
part of a larger one used in a European project, The Alfa-
Guide Project (DCI-ALA/2010/94), one of whose lines of
action focused on comprehensive diagnosis of the problem
of drop-outs in Higher Education. This initiative involved
16 institutions of Higher Education in Europe and America.
Parallel research was conducted, the work being coordinated
by the Technical University of Madrid. The pooled sample
amounted to 9,982 university freshmen in the 2008/9, 2009/10,
and 2010/11 academic years. The University of Oviedo took
part in the project, contributing 715 participants to the joint
sample (of whom 541 were on the drop-out track, while the
rest made up the control group). To balance the samples
and to perform meaningful analysis of both drop-outs and
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students who stayed the course, it was decided to broaden
the sample to yield a confidence level of 95% and a sampling
error not exceeding 3.3%. Specifically, of the 1,301 students
in the study, 698 were continuing their studies (36.68% men
and 63.32% women) and 603 were dropping out (50.58%
men and 49.42% women). The students were drawn from
five branches of knowledge (Arts and Humanities, Sciences,
Health Sciences, Engineering and Architecture, Social and Legal
Sciences).

Procedure and Instruments
This paper has followed an ex post facto design. The information
was gathered in three stages and from two sources. Initially,
the university filtered personal information (e.g., age, gender,
first year of matriculation, place of residence, etc.) of students
who were dropping out. It then chose a control group
(students who were staying on) with similar characteristics
to the drop-outs. Informed consent was then obtained from
each of the students who were to take part in the study.
Once consent was given, the third step was for students to
answer the ad hoc, questionnaire, which was administered
remotely (by phone or by e-mail, depending on each student’s
preference). The questionnaire applied within the Alfa-Guide
project framework consisted of over 100 items, to be completed
by the institution and students. It gathered information on
the students that was of a demographic, personal, social,
institutional, and academic nature. This questionnaire solely
covered information on those personal variables bearing on the
study objectives. That is to say, it bore on variables linked
to university entry, reasons for taking a degree, adaptation to
the institution, student behavior in performing academic tasks
but discounted performance. Accordingly, the study excluded
variables whose natures were demographic, family, institutional
and non-academic (for instance, health).

Specifically, the questionnaire used comprised background
variables, four of them dichotomous (1= yes, 0= no) bearing on
the reason for the student’s choice of degree (e.g., The choice of the
degree was mainly due to vocational reasons); a nominal variable
on matriculation route (e.g., I entered university from school etc.);
two nominal variables on the student’s financial means (e.g., I
am financially independent); and a 5-point Likert scale (1 = very
bad/none; 5 = very good/always) covering social-academic data
(e.g., Relationships with peers have been...); two personal variables
on the student’s perception of his academic and social adaptation
to the institution; and four academic and personal variables on
general performance (e.g., Rate your level of class attendance;
Table 1).

Data Analysis
Differences between those students who stayed on and those
who dropped out were considered in relation to reason for
degree choice, the entry path to college and financial dependence.
The results were analyzed using the Chi-square test given the
dichotomous/nominal nature of the variables used.

The Student’s t-test for independent samples was used
to see whether there were statistically significant differences
between ‘stayers’ and ‘drop-outs,’ depending on the impact

of personal, social and academic variables in each case. All
the variables met the assumption of normality, following the
criterion proposed by Finney and DiStefano (2006) but not
all of them met the assumption of homogeneity of variance
(Levene test). Accordingly, equal variances in the variables was
not assumed. The Effect Size of statistically significant differences
was estimated by the d Cohen statistic, applying the criteria set
out in Cohen’s (1988) seminal work : d = 0.20 indicates a small
effect size, d = 0.50 indicates a medium effect size, d = 0.80
indicates a large effect size.

RESULTS

Regarding students’ first choice of degree, a statistically significant
relationship was observed for matriculation being made mainly
on vocational grounds (χ2

= 45.03; p < 0.001), with students who
continued their university studies showing a higher percentage
for this reason than was the case for drop-outs. As for the
other reasons for choice, no statistical differences were observed
in any of the cases: interest in the Labor market (χ2

= 0.75;
p = 0.386); family tradition (χ2

= 2.57; p = 0.109); and,
professional orientation (χ2

= 1.67; p= 0.197).
As for the remaining background variables there are

statistically significant differences in both cases — that is to
say in both the path to college (χ2

= 28.61; p < 0.001),
being more common for students who stay on to have joined
university straight from school, and in relation to financial
aspects (χ2

= 22.96; p < 0.001), being more common for students
who are financially independent to show higher drop-out rates.

Table 2 shows the descriptive results for the group of students
that persist and the drop-out group, depending on the personal
variables bearing on students’ coexistence in the institution, social
and academic adaptation, and general performance. The posible
values of these variables rank from 1 to 5. As can be observed,
theses means go from 3.5 to 4.41, being “relationship with peers”
the one with the highest mean for both groups (persistence and
drop-out), also obtaining remarkable puntuations the rest of
variables from this group.

Adaptation (either social or academic) and performance
also obtained high puntuations regarding their means. As for
the variance within each group, class attendance present the
highest standard deviation, showing a relevant variablity in class
attendance habtis in both groups.

Results of mean comparison showed that, both,those who
presist and those who quit atribute a good value in regard to
its social relationships (no diferences statistically significant).
No difference was found between the two groups regarding
university atmosphere and coexistence or peer relationships.
However, this rating is significantly higher in the case of
the persistence group. when it comes to the student-teacher
relationship, although the effect size is small. In spite of the
general perception by students that the relational environment
is good, data also reveal how the level of social adaptation to
the institution is higher in students who didn’t give up, resulting
in statistically significant differences with a small effect size. In
other words, whether students continue studying or drop-out, a
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TABLE 1 | Summary of variables in this study.

Kind of variable Item Possible values

Background Reason for taking the the degree: The choice of degree
was mainly due to··(reasons).

(i) Vocational (yes/no).
(ii) Labor market (yes/no).
(iii) Family tradition (yes/no).
(iv) Professional orientation (yes/no).

Path to the degree: I entered university from: University access test or other paths (e.g., Vocational
Training, Adult Admission >25 years old).

Finances: Financially dependent on: Myself or on others (e.g., parents).

Coexistence Relationship with teachers
Relationship with peers
Living environment

1 = very bad /none to 5 = very good/always.

Adaptation Social adaptation
Academic adaptation

1 = very bad /none to 5 = very good/always.

Performance Compliance with program
Time devoted to study
Use of study techniques
Class attendance

1 = very bad /none to 5 = very good/always.

TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics of the variables for coexistence, adaptation and performance according to the belonging group (persistent or drop-out).

Persist (N = 698) Drop-out (N = 603) DM S−DO t(gl) p d

M SD M SD

Coexistence

Relationship with teachers 4.01 0.58 3.92 0.61 0.087 2.63(1251) 0.009 0.15

Relationship with peers 4.41 0.59 4.37 0.59 0.042 1.28(1299) 0.200 −

Living environment 4.01 0.59 4.03 0.56 −0.017 −0.52(1299) 0.604 −

Adaptation

Social adaptation 4.25 0.57 4.09 0.65 0.166 4.87(1212) 0.000 0.26

Academic adaptation 4.03 0.59 3.66 0.77 0.368 9.56(1121) 0.000 0.55

Performance

Compliance with program 3.82 0.60 3.74 0.67 0.076 2.14(1223) 0.032 0.13

Studying time 3.87 0.73 3.50 0.82 0.373 8.61(1213) 0.000 0.48

Use of study techniques 3.81 0.69 3.56 0.76 0.255 6.31(1224) 0.000 0.35

Class attendance 4.32 1.03 4.03 1.23 0.280 4.42(1224) 0.000 0.26

M = mean; SD, standard deviation. The minimum value of all the variables on the scale is 1 and the maximum value is 5.

positive interaction between students and between students and
teachers can be observed. That said, the students who drop-out
adapt whose than those who stay on. On the other hand, there are
statistically significant differences regarding the level of academic
adaptation. Again, students who persist show greater adaptation
than the drop-outs, with statistically significant differences with a
medium size effect.

As for students’ academic performance, there are statistically
significant differences between both groups in terms of the time
they devoted to studying, the use of study techniques and class
attendance. In regard of the size effect, a greater effect was
found for study time (medium) and the use of study techniques
(low) than for class attendance (low), showing how stayers
spend more time working on their own and taking a more
strategic approach to academic tasks (that is to say, they adapt
better to academic demands). In addition, statistically significant
differences between the two groups were observed with regard to
program compliance, although the effect size is small.

DISCUSSION

The beginning of university studies is the turning point in a
transition that spans from the start of the course pre-dating
college entry to the end of the first year of university (Aguilar,
2007). Both students and institutions need to make social
and academic adjustments in the light of the degree program.
However, as Tinto (1988) noted, freshers may encounter
problems from the outset. If they are not given sufficient support,
they may end up adapting poorly to their new university setting.
Here, one needs to be aware that many of the variables that
affect the drop-out rate lie beyond universities’ control. Two
such factors are the student’s socio-economic status and his
entry path. That is why it is advisable to focus analysis on
those problems where the institution has some leeway (Tinto
and Pusser, 2006). That is why, under the European ALFIA-
GUIDE project for Drop-Out Management, the University of
Oviedo considered studying those variables that might hinder
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such adaptation between the student and the institution and
which the university was in a position to do something about
(Marín et al., 2000; Cabrera et al., 2006b; Bethencourt et al., 2008;
Elias, 2008; Lehman, 2014). It was also planned for the study to
take into account the reasons given by students for their choice
of degree, vocation, and the financial and other support provided
by the university.

Thus, both so-called background variables (such as those
bearing on students’ social and academic integration, and general
performance) were examined.

As for variables bearing on social integration and adaptation
to academic life, three of them (relationship with faculty; level of
social adaptation; level of academic adaptation) did not influence
either relations with peers or rating of coexistence. This finding
may have been colored by the tendency of stayers and drop-
outs alike to positively rate both aspects. The results confirm that
the relationships forged between teachers and students (when
positively rated by the student body) contribute to academic
results and the completion of degree studies. These findings are
consistent with those obtained by other authors (McPartland
and Jordan, 2001; Willcoxson, 2010; Gilardi and Guglielmetti,
2011) and confirm our first and hypothesis. A university is a
very different beast from a secondary school not only in terms
of academic and administrative size but also with regard to its
social scope. Hence the need to ensure student adaptation to this
new context. Here, our study has shown that a student is more
likely to persevere with his studies if he is well adapted. Similar
results were obtained by Tinto (2005), Duncan (2006) and Elias
(2008). In this regard, one should note that the World Health
Organization (WHO) recommends that education institutions
should foster good relations as part of their duty to care for their
students’ health and welfare (Prior et al., 2011). This makes it vital
to improve university teachers’ initial and continuing training so
that faculty members have the knowledge and skills they need to
effectively play their tutorial role in the way described by Troyano
and García (2011). In this respect, it is also essential that this
tutoring role be institutionally acknowledged — something also
suggested by Albione et al. (2005).

In connection with the foregoing, it has been found that some
paths to university (particularly the one from school) facilitate
this adaptation better than others (for instance, professional
training, and an entrance exam for those over the age of 25/45).
Here, our findings are similar to those obtained by Lassibille
and Navarro (2009) and Rodrigo et al. (2012). That is why we
recommend special remedial measures be taken for students
entering university by paths other than straight from school.

Leaving freshers’ educational backgrounds aside, adaptation
to the university setting is a long and often arduous process
for many students. This fact makes it advisable to take
measures aimed at the student body as a whole. Here, one
should note the impact of the passing and application of the
University Student Statute (MEC, 2010) in recent years at Spanish
universities. The Statute followed on from implementation of
the European Higher Education Area (EHEA, 2015), which
recognizes students’ rights to tutoring and guidance as part of
their education. The Statute has encouraged Spanish universities
to set up specific plans of action for tutoring in the various

programs offered (in most cases, the faculty draw up these plans).
The aim of these plans is to provide career and lifelong guidance,
and to monitor student learning (in terms of academic, personal
and professional skills). Putting such plans into action is fraught
with difficulties given universities’ lack of sufficient resources
(Álvarez, 2013; Domínguez et al., 2013). In any event, it is worth
faculties drawing up a comprehensive plan of action for student
tutorials and monitoring on the lines suggested by Álvarez and
González (2009).

As for the variables reflecting the student’s performance (class
attendance, time spent studying, use of study skills) and its
relation with the studied phenomenon, our findings reveal that
only these three variables are linked to dropping out from
university: Poor class attendance has been proven to be strongly
linked to dropping out from university. This is in line with the
results obtained by Iñigo et al. (2011), and Bernardo et al. (2015).
Nevertheless, the variable has a low size effect because merely
attending classes is no guarantee that the student will benefit from
them), as Pintor et al. (2012) highlight. On the other hand, time
spent studying/working on one’s own in an assiduous fashion
outside exam periods helps shape a student’s study habits and has
proven to boost degree completion rates. There is a medium size
effect in this case. Similar results were obtained by Elias (2008)
and Trevizán et al. (2009) and are supported by the findings of
Broadbent and Poon (2015), who (following a systematic review
of the relationship between self-regulated learning and academic
success) concluded that almost all research studies found a link
between time management and academic success.

Likewise, intensive use of study techniques has also been
shown to correlate strongly with degree completion. In view of
the advanced, specialized content found in modern curriculums,
it comes as little surprise that university students can now bring a
wider range of learning strategies and study techniques to bear in
their academic work. These findings are consistent with those of
Bethencourt et al. (2008), who affirm that this of variables play a
remarkable role in dropping out of university.

Thus, students who persist spend more time working on
their own and do a better use of study techniques (in line with
our hypothesis). Such students are more authonomous in the
teaching-learning process, which confirms that training measures
focusing on these skills will yield better academic results (Tan
et al., 2008; Balkıs, 2011). For example, Azevedo et al. (2010)
proposed the use of MetaTutor software, which purpose is to
provide diagnosis and training for self-learning in virtual settings.
The software also allows one to broaden scientific knowledge of
these highly popular environments and provides a useful tool for
greatly boosting students’ academic performance.

One of the questions that now arises is how to put theory into
practice, i.e., get the student’s retention in university classrooms.
Given the results of our research, it seems that the institution as
a whole, and its role in the EHEA’s work, are both on the right
track. However, one must also give students tools to help them
adapt academically and its diverse demands. The introduction
of hosting programs (to facilitate students’ initial adaptation;
commitment to their degrees; practice in training strategies;
time management) all help boost academic performance and
completion of studies. However, at this point one should recall
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the recommendation made by Tinto and Pusser (2006) on the
need to systematically tackle the issue of university drop-outs. All
remedial measures need to form part of an Institutional Action
Plan that involves the various groups and ensures proper resource
management. The aim should be to exploit synergies to render
plan implementation more effective. Nevertheless, the greatest
limitations here stem from the savage cuts that have been made in
Spanish universities since the beginning of the present economic
crisis makes it hard to implement such plans and research into
the problem of university drop-out.

Future research might employ a representative sample of
students from other universities operating in similar cultural
settings and analyze whether the results here are consistent with
those found in other branches of knowledge.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEACH

This paper show results obtained in an ex post facto research.
Althougth this research method have important limitations, such
as the inability to manipulate the independent variables, our
research team considered that was the most suitable design; it
is not practical to apply experimental design to study university
drop-out, as this kind of design would oblige us to wait at least
1 year between the aplication of the pre-test and the post-test, in
order to wait for the phenomenon to occur. However, the cost
and time savings, result of this kind of research, are remarkables
advantages that we took into account.

It is also neccessary highlight that in this research we have
not explored in depth the psychological characteristics of our
participants and are often related to drop-out (eg., self-efficacy,
resilience, mental health) due to budget and time limitations.
Therefore, it would be advisable to develop further research to
analyze the influence of these variables in the phenomenon.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

AB directed the research developed in the frame of the Alfaguia
Project (funded by the European Union) and was one of the
authors of this paper. The other authors are: ME, who was the
student that assisted the director along every research phase
and still contributing in this research topic. AC, who is a PhD
student that is developing his thesis about university drop-out,
using the data collected in Alfaguia Project and, therefor, is a
contributor of this paper. EF, ET, and PS are team members that
joint this research topic once that Alfaguia Project was finished,
but contribute to study university abandonment helping AB
reviewing the literature, carrying out analysis and writing papers.

FUNDING

Alfaguia Project was developed thanks to the European Union
funding (DCI-ALA/2010/94).

REFERENCES
Aguilar, M. (2007). “La transición a la vida universitaria. Éxito, Fracaso, Cambio

y Abandono,” in Proceedings of the fourth Encuentro Nacional de Docentes
Universitarios Católicos (ENDUC IV) Universidad y Nación, (Santa Fe: Camino
al bicentenario, Universidad Católica de Santa Fe), 18–20.

Albione, M., Gregoret, A., Núñez, A., and Vitale, B. (2005). “Fortalecimiento
del acompañamiento, seguimiento y control de los estudiantes en sus
procesos académicos,” in Proceedings of the fifth Coloquio internacional sobre
Gestión Universitaria en América del Sur, Mar del Plata, 8–10. Available at:
http://164.73.2.147/alfaguia/files/1320776608_5196.pdf

Álvarez, P. R. (2013). La función tutorial del profesorado universitario: una nueva
competencia de la labor docente en el contexto del EEES. Rev. Portuguesa
Pedagog. 47, 85–106.

Álvarez, P. R., and González, M. C. (2009). Modelo comprensivo para la
institucionalización de la orientación y la tutoría en la enseñanza universitaria.
Qurriculum Rev. Teoria Investig. Práct. Educativa 22, 73–95.

Antoni, E. J. (2003). Alumnos Universitarios: el Porqué de Sus Éxitos y Fracasos.
Buenos Aires: Miño y Dávila Editores.

Araque, F., Roldán, C., and Salguero, A. (2009). Factors influencing university
drop out rates. Comput. Educ. 53, 563–574. doi: 10.1016/j.compedu.2009.
03.013

Arco-Tirado, J. L., Fernández-Martín, F. D., and Fernández-Balboa, J. M. (2011).
The impact of a peer-tutoring program on quality standards in higher
education. High. Educ. 62, 773–788. doi: 10.1007/s10734-011-9419-x

Ariño, A., and Llopis, R. (2011). ¿Universidad sin Clases? Condiciones de Vida de
los Estudiantes Universitarios en España (Eurostudent IV). Madrid: Ministerio
de Educación.

Azevedo, R., Johnson, A., Chauncey, A., and Burkett, C. (2010). “Self-regulated
learning with MetaTutor: advancing the science of learning with MetaCognitive
tools,” in New Science of Learning: Computers, Cognition, and Collaboration in
Education, eds M. S. Khine and I. M. Saleh (New York, NY: Springer), 225–247.

Balkıs, M. (2011). Academic efficacy as a mediator and moderator variable in
the relationship between academic procrastination and academic achievement.
Eurasian J. Educ. Res. 45, 1–16.

Bean, J. (1983). The application of a model of turnover in work organizations to
the student attrition process. Rev. High. Educ. 17, 129–148.

Belloc, F., Maruotti, A., and Petrella, L. (2011). How individual characteristics
affect university students drop-out: a semiparametric mixed-effects model
for an Italian case study. J. Appl. Stat. 38, 2225–2239. doi: 10.1080/02664763.
2010.545373

Bernardo, A., Cerezo, R., Rodríguez-Muñiz, L. J., Núñez, J. C., Tuero, E.,
and Esteban, M. (2015). Predicción del abandono universitario: variables
explicativas y medidas de prevención. Rev. Fuentes 16, 63–84.

Bethencourt, J. T., Cabrera, L., Hernández, J. A., Álvarez, P., and González, M.
(2008). Variables psicológicas y educativas en el abandono universitario.
Electron. J. Res. Educ. Psychol. 6, 603–622.

Braxton, J. M., Milem, J. M., and Sullivan, A. S. (2000). The influence of active
learning on the college student departure process: toward a revision of Tinto’s
theory. J. High. Educ. 71, 569–590. doi: 10.2307/2649260

Broadbent, J., and Poon, W. L. (2015). Self-regulated learning strategies & academic
achievement in online higher education learning environments: a systematic
review. Internet High. Educ. 27, 1–13. doi: 10.1016/j.iheduc.2015.04.007

Burillo, V., Arriaga, J., Carpeño, A., and Casaravilla, A. (2011). “El estudio de la
influencia de factores personales y de ingreso en la universidad en el abandono.
Valorando el riesgo o probabilidad de abandono en la Universidad Politécnica
de Madrid,” in Proceedings of the first Conferencia Latinoamericana sobre el
Abandono en la Enseñanza Superior, Managua, 18–19.

Cabrera, L., Bethencourt, J. T., Álvarez, P., and González, M. (2006a). El problema
del abandono de los estudios universitarios. Rev. Electrón. Investig. Evaluación
Educativa. 12, 171–203.

Cabrera, L., Bethencourt, J. T., González, M., and Álvarez, P. (2006b). Un
estudio transversal retrospectivo sobre la prolongación y abandono de estudios
universitarios. Rev. Electrón. Investig. Evaluación Educativa 12, 105–127.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 October 2016 | Volume 7 | Article 1610

http://164.73.2.147/alfaguia/files/1320776608_5196.pdf 
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive


fpsyg-07-01610 October 15, 2016 Time: 11:54 # 8

Bernardo et al. University Drop-out and Persistence

Casaravilla, A., Del Campo, J. M., García, A., and Torralba, M. R. (2012).
“Análisis del abandono en estudios de ingeniería y arquitectura en la
Universidad Politécnica de Madrid,” in Proceedings of the second Conferencia
Latinoamericana sobre el Abandono en Educación Superior, Rio Grande Do Sul.

Castaño, E., Gallón, S., Gómez, K., and Vásquez, J. (2004). Deserción estudiantil
universitaria: una aplicación de modelos de duración. Lecturas Econ. 60, 39–66.

Chen, R. (2008). Financial aid and student dropout in higher education: a
heterogeneous research approach. High. Educ. 23, 209–239. doi: 10.1007/978-
1-4020-6959-8_7

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences, 2nd Edn.
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Corominas, E. (2001). La transición a los estudios universitarios. Abandono o
cambio en el primer año de universidad. Rev. Investig. Educativa 19, 127–151.

Di Pietro, G. (2006). Regional labour market conditions and university
dropout rates: evidence from Italy. Reg. Stud. 40, 617–630. doi:
10.1080/00343400600868770

Domínguez, G., Álvarez, F. J., and López, A. (2013). Acción tutorial y orientación
en el periodo de transición de la educación secundaria a la universidad. la
orientación al alumnado de nuevo ingreso. REDU. Rev. Docencia Univ. 11,
221–241.

Donoso, S., and Schiefelbein, E. (2007). Análisis de los modelos explicativos de
retención de estudiantes en la universidad: una visión desde la desigualdad
social. Estud. Pedagóg. 33, 7–27.

Duncan, N. (2006). Predicting Perceived Likelihood of Course Change, Return to
University Following Withdrawal, and Degree Completion in Glasgow University
Students. Available at: www.psy.gla.ac.uk/∼steve/localed/nduncan.pdf

Durán-Aponte, E. D., and Pujol, L. (2012). Diferencias de género y área de estudio
en las atribuciones causales de estudiantes universitarios. An. Universidad
Metropolitana 12, 39–51.

Durkheim, E. (1954). Suicide. Glencoe: The Free Press.
EHEA (2015). European Higher Education Area And Bologna Process. Available at:

http://www.ehea.info/
Elias, M. (2008). Los abandonos universitarios: retos ante el Espacio Europeo de

Educación Superior. Estud. Sobre Educ. 15, 101–121.
Esteban, M., Bernardo, A., and Rodríguez-Muñiz, L. J. (2016). Permanencia en la

universidad: la importancia de un buen comienzo. Aula Abierta 44, 1–6. doi:
10.1016/j.aula.2015.04.001

Finney, S. J., and DiStefano, C. (2006). “Non-normal and categorical data in
structural equation modeling,” in A Second Course in Structural Equation
Modeling, eds G. R. Hancock and R. O. Mueller (Greenwich: Information Age
Publishing), 269–314.

Fishbein, M., and Ajzen, I. (1977). Belief, attitude, intention, and behavior: an
introduction to theory and research reading. Philos. Rhetor. 10, 130–132.

Gilardi, S., and Guglielmetti, C. (2011). University life of non-traditional students:
engagement styles and impact on attrition. J. High. Educ. 82, 33–53. doi:
10.1353/jhe.2011.0005

Goldenhersh, H., Coria, A., and Saino, M. (2011). Deserción estudiantil: Desafíos
de la Universidad pública en un horizonte de inclusión. Rev. Argentina Educ.
Super. 3, 96–120.

Guiffrida, D. A. (2006). Toward a cultural advancement of Tinto’s theory. Rev.
High. Educ. 29, 451–472. doi: 10.1353/rhe.2006.0031

Hernández, C. M., López, M. D., and Olmedo, E. M. (2015). Evaluación de la
satisfacción de estudiantes universitarios de nuevo ingreso con el programa
ESCLOSA: experiencia de un programa de orientación/Satisfaction assessment
of freshmen university by" ESCLOSA" programme: a guidance programme
experience. Rev. Esp. Orientac. Psicopedagog. 26, 123–135.

Hillman, N. W. (2014). College on credit: a multilevel analysis of student loan
default. Rev. High. Educ. 37, 169–195. doi: 10.1353/rhe.2014.0011

Iñigo, X., Ochoa de Eribe, I., and Otxoa-Berrio, L. M. (2011). “Análisis y estudio
del abandono de los estudiantes universitarios,” in Proceedings of the Eighth
Jornadas Internacionales de Innovación Universitaria, Madrid, 11–12.

Jensen, E. (1981). Student financial aid and persistence in college. Stud. High. Educ.
15, 89–99.

Kamers, D. (1971). The college “charter” & college size: effects on occupational
choice and college attrition. Sociol. Educ. 44, 270–296. doi: 10.2307/2111994

Lamb, S., Markussen, E., Teese, R., Sandberg, N., and Polesel, J. (Eds) (2010).
School Dropout and Completion: International Comparative Studies in Theory
and Policy. Dordrecht: Springer Science & Business Media.

Landry, C. C. (2003). Self-Efficacy, Motivation and Outcome Expectation Correlates
of College Students’ Intention Certainty. Ph.D. Dissertation, Louisiana State
University, Baton Rouge, LA.

Lassibille, G., and Navarro, M. L. (2009). Tracking students’ progress though
the Spanish University School Sector. High. Educ. 58, 821–839. doi:
10.1007/s10734-009-9227-8

Lehman, Y. P. (2014). University students in crisis: university dropout and
professional re-selection. Estud. Psicol. (Campinas) 31, 45–54. doi: 10.1590/
0103-166X2014000100005

Marín, M., Infante, E., and Troyano, Y. (2000). El fracaso académico en la
universidad: aspectos motivacionales e intereses profesionales. Rev. Latinoam.
Psicol. 32, 505–517.

McPartland, J., and Jordan, W. (2001). Essential Components of High School
Dropout Prevention Reforms. Available at: http://bit.ly/29YNX3c

MEC (2010). La Estrategia Universidad 2015: Contribución de las Universidades al
Progreso Socioeconómico Español 2010-2015. Madrid: MECD.

Montmarquette, C., Mahseredjian, S., and Houle, R. (2001). The determinants of
university dropouts: a bivariate probability model with sample selection. Econo.
Educ. Rev. 20, 475–484. doi: 10.1016/S0272-7757(00)00029-7

Pincus, F. (1980). The false promise of community college: class conflict
and vocational education. Harv. Educ. Rev. 50, 332–361. doi: 10.17763/
haer.50.3.y733663386302231

Pintor, E., Gargantilla, P., Rubio, M., and Herreros, B. (2012). Aparatos
electrónicos utilizados por los alumnos de medicina en las clases teóricas:
¿herramientas docentes o fuentes de distracción? Rev. Clín. Esp. 212, 469–470.
doi: 10.1016/j.rce.2012.04.009

Prior, M., Manzano, E., Villar, E., Caparrós, B., Juan, J., and Luz, E. (2011). Estilos
comunicativos, vinculación universitaria y adaptación psicosocial. Rev. Investig.
Educativa 29, 387–405.

Prokou, E. (2008). The emphasis on employability and the changing role
of the university in Europe. High. Educ. Eur. 33, 387–394. doi: 10.1080/
03797720802522593

Rodrigo, M. F., Molina, J. G., García-Ros, R., and Pérez-González, F. (2012). Efectos
de interacción en la predicción del abandono en los estudios de Psicología. An.
Psicol. 28, 113–119.

Rodríguez, C., and Herrera, L. (2009). Análisis correlacional-predictivo de la
influencia de la asistencia a clase en el rendimiento académico universitario.
Estudio de caso en una asignatura. Profesorado Rev. Curriculum Formación
Profesorado 13:16.

Schmeck, R. R. (Ed.) (2013). Learning Strategies and Learning Styles. New York, NY:
Springer Science & Business Media.

Schomburg, H. (2011). “Employability and mobility of bachelor graduates: the
findings of graduate surveys in ten European countries on the assessment
of the impact of the Bologna Reform,” in Employability and Mobility of
Bachelor Graduates in Europe, eds H. Schomburg and U. Teichler (Rotterdam:
SensePublishers), 253–273.

Smith, J. P., and Naylor, R. A. (2001). Dropping out of university: a statistical
analysis of the probability of withdrawal for U.K. university students. J. R. Stat.
Soc. 164, 389–405. doi: 10.1111/1467-985X.00209

Stoessel, K., Ihme, T. A., Barbarino, M. L., Fisseler, B., and Stürmer, S.
(2015). Sociodemographic diversity and distance education: who drops out
from academic programs and why? Res. High. Educ. 56, 228–246. doi:
10.1007/s11162-014-9343-x

Tan, C. X., Ang, R. P., Klassen, R. M., Yeo, L. S., Wong, I. Y., Huan, V. S., et al.
(2008). Correlates of academic procrastination and students’ grade goals. Curr.
Psychol. 27, 135–144. doi: 10.1007/s12144-008-9028-8

Tinto, V. (1975). Dropout from higher education: a theoretical synthesis of recent
research. Rev. Educ. Res. 45, 89–125. doi: 10.3102/00346543045001089

Tinto, V. (1988). Stages of student departure: reflections on the longitudinal
character of student leaving. J. High. Educ. 59, 438–455. doi: 10.2307/
1981920

Tinto, V. (1993). Building Community. Lib. Educ. 79, 16–21.
Tinto, V. (1997). Classrooms as communities: exploring the educational character

of student persistence. J. High. Educ. 68, 599–623. doi: 10.2307/2959965
Tinto, V. (2001). Rethinking the First Year of College. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse

University.
Tinto, V. (2005). “Student retention: what next?,” in Proceedings of the National

Conference on Student Recruitment, Marketing and Retention, Washington, DC.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 October 2016 | Volume 7 | Article 1610

http://www.psy.gla.ac.uk/~steve/localed/nduncan.pdf
http://www.ehea.info/
http://bit.ly/29YNX3c
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive


fpsyg-07-01610 October 15, 2016 Time: 11:54 # 9

Bernardo et al. University Drop-out and Persistence

Tinto, V. (2006). Research and practice of student retention: what
next? J. Coll. Stud. Ret. 8, 1–19. doi: 10.2190/4YNU-4TMB-22
DJ-AN4W

Tinto, V., and Pusser, B. (2006). Moving from Theory to Action: Building a
Model of Institutional Action for Student Success. Washington, DC: National
Postsecondary Education Cooperative, 1–51.

Trevizán, A. L., Beltrán, C., and Cosolito, P. (2009). Variables que condicionan la
deserción y retención durante el trayecto universitario de alumnos de carrera de
Ingeniería Agronómica de la Universidad Nacional de Rosario. Rev. Epistemol.
Cienc. Hum. 1, 85–95.

Troyano, Y., and García, A. J. (2011). Expectativas del alumnado sobre el
profesorado tutor en el contexto del Espacio Europeo de Educación Superior.
REDU Rev. Docencia Univ. 7, 1–8.

UNESCO (2004). World Higher Education Database. Available at: http://www.
unesco.org/iau/directories/index.html

University of Sussex (2015). Marginalized Minorities in Higher Education in Spain:
Policies and Practice. Available at: http://bit.ly/29MCaBq

Upcraft, M., Gardner, J., and Barefoot, B. (Eds) (2004). Challenge and
Support: Creating Climates for First-Year Student Success. San Francisco, CA:
Jossey-Bass.

Van Gennep, A. (1960). The Rites of Passage. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago
Press.

Vermetten, Y. J., Lodewijks, H. G., and Vermunt, J. D. (1999). Consistency and
variability of learning strategies in different university courses. High. Educ. 37,
1–21. doi: 10.1023/A:1003573727713

Willcoxson, L. (2010). Factors affecting intention to leave in the first, second and
third year of university studies: a semester-by-semester investigation. High.
Educ. Res. Dev. 29, 623–639. doi: 10.1080/07294360.2010.501071

Willcoxson, L., Cotter, J., and Joy, S. (2011). Beyond the first-year experience:
the impact on attrition of student experiences throughout undergraduate
degree studies in six diverse universities. Stud. High. Educ. 36, 331–352. doi:
10.1080/03075070903581533

Conflict of Interest Statement: 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.

Copyright © 2016 Bernardo, Esteban, Fernández, Cervero, Tuero and Solano. 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) or licensor 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.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 October 2016 | Volume 7 | Article 1610

http://www.unesco.org/iau/directories/index.html
http://www.unesco.org/iau/directories/index.html
http://bit.ly/29MCaBq
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive

	Comparison of Personal, Social and Academic Variables Related to University Drop-out and Persistence
	Introduction
	Materials And Methods
	Participants
	Procedure and Instruments
	Data Analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Limitations And Future Reseach
	Author Contributions
	Funding
	References


