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Abstract 

The existence of a high university dropout rate in Spain is undeniable. Data shows that approximately one out of 
five students drop out from college. During the economic expansion period (2001-2007) more students 
abandoned their studies than during the crisis period (2007-2011). This situation also affects unemployment rates 
due to the fact that higher education leads to lower unemployment rates. Galicia presented slightly higher 
dropout rates than Spain from 2006 to 2009; nevertheless during the 2009/2010 academic year this rate was 
lower. The reasons for dropout can be divided into six distinct factors: psycho educational, evolutionary, family, 
economic, institutional and social factors. The main drop-out motives are related, among others, to 
incompatibility with work, economy, university (environment, teachers and difficulties) and so on. According to 
the BBVA research, the dropout rate imposes a great cost on the entire economy reaching the sum of 5,772 euros 
per year and per student and exceeding the amount of 1,500 million euros if the student drops out during the first 
cycle. Due to the urgent need of reducing the dropout rate, the Ministry of Education developed an action plan to 
increase the number of young people enrolled in a higher education course; so that, consequently, Spain can 
redirect its economic growth model. 
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1. Introduction 

Education is one of the five priority objectives in the new European strategy, becoming one of the engines for 
economic growth and employment. The European Council has quantified a series of goals in order to improve 
the education levels in the year 2020. These goals pretend to reduce the dropout rate as well as to increment the 
population percentage between 30 and 34 years that complete third level education. In the case of Spain, the 
dropout reduction has been fixed at 15% for 2020 and it was established a 2020 national target of 44% for the 
tertiary attainment rate. 

Several indicators try to study the causes of academic failure in Spain, especially in higher education at 
universities. Nowadays, this topic acquires an important relevance due to the high dropout rates that should be 
studied in order to reduce them. The dropout phenomenon is a parameter difficult to assess because of the lack of 
information and data from the students after they have left their studies. However, the study of this topic is 
currently being introduced in different reports that allow us to extract important conclusions that must be taken 
into account in the decision making of the university policy. In addition, the provisional data shows that the 
percentage of students that drop out from college is smaller compared to previous years and a slight decline is 
expected in coming years (fact that is directly related to the reduction of the population between 18 and 24 years 
old.) This trend is more prevalent in engineering and architecture students, degrees that in the last ten years have 
lost one out of four students. It is also significant and alarming the decrease in the science branch. Particularly, in 
Galicia the rate of students that enroll in higher education during the last ten years presents was reduced to 
almost 30%. The evaluation of certain university indicators frequently used, such as performance, success and 
evaluation rates, are linked to enrolled, presented and passed credits. Therefore, the analysis of these available 
data is relative simple because it only takes into account those students who continue or have finished their 
studies. However, from recent years it has been considered important to study other indicators that take into 
account those students who start but who do not continue their academic career. This has led to the current 
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research on the dropout rate. Spanish institutions and researchers try to quantify this rate as well as to investigate 
about the possible causes of this phenomenon. 

One of the first definitions of dropout is given in 1982 by Tinto (1982): “a student voluntary drop out is anyone 
who withdraws from the institution without completing the academic program in which the student was 
enrolled”. During these years, diverse investigations related to dropout rates have been carried out. The first 
Spanish studies addressing this topic date from 1968. In another paper, Tinto (Tinto & Asociación Nacional de 
Universidades e Instituciones de Educación Superior (México), 1987) developed a statistical research which 
reflects the difference between enrolled students and graduated students since 1963 to 1965 in technical colleges 
from Madrid. Other works from 1970 to 1992 continue this trend of study, such as (Bendito & Altamira, 1970; 
Escandell, Marrero, & Rubio, 1999; Latiesa, 1986; Latiesa, 1992; Salvador & García-Valcárcel, 1989). More 
recent studies conducted in different Spanish universities search and analyze the main dropout causes in the 
University of Sevilla (Guerrero-Casas, Hinojosa-Ramos, Hiraldo, del Carmen, & Ordaz-Sanz, 2014). Cabrera, 
Bethencourt, Pérez, and Afonso (2006) make a general analysis of this problematic phenomenon. Consejero, 
García, Ibañez, and Ortega (2008) aim to identify and describe some psychosocial causes that affect the process 
of permanence at the University of Cadiz. There are other several studies in Spain regarding this topic (Araque, 
Roldán, & Salguero, 2009; Cabrera, Bethencourt, González, & Álvarez, 2006; Cobo, 2010; Corominas-Rovira, 
2001; González, Álvarez, Bethencourth, & Cabrera, 2005; Lassibille & Navarro-Gómez, 2008; Rodríguez-Marín, 
2004; Ruè-Domingo, 2014; Sposetti & Echeverría, 2000). 

The study of this trend has extended beyond Spain. A European study made by the European Commission in 
2013 (Quinn, 2013) reflects how dropout rates affect different European countries as well as which students do 
not continue their higher education and why. A study in Copenhagen in 2013 by Rode et al. (Larsen, Sommersel, 
& Larsen, 2013) evaluate the dropout phenomena at universities, its consequences and the politic and economic 
context of university dropout. Many other studies related to this topic can be found in (Arulampalam, Naylor, & 
Smith, 2004; Chen, 2008; Davies, Elias, & Britain, 2003; Glaesser, 2006; Heublein, 2014; Hovdhaugen & 
Aamodt, 2009; Van den Berg & Hofman, 2005; Wolter, Diem, & Messer, 2014). 

The aim of this article is to show the values of the dropout rates in Spain from different sources as well as to 
identify the different variables which influence this indicator. Futhermore, we will present some experimental 
cases from different Spanish universities and we will study the causes of this phenomenon. Finally, we will 
explain the measures implemented in order to face the growth of this worrying rate. 

2. Dropout Rate Definition 

The dropout rate appears as a quality indicator in many models of university assessment (MEC: Catalogue of the 
Spanish public university system indicators). The Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports (Spanish 
Government. Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte., 2013) explains that when considering this indicator, 
we must make a distinction between study dropout rate, study exchange rate and university system dropout rate. 
These terms frequently lead to confusion or contradiction in some studies as its definition must be clearly 
formalized. The study dropout refers to those students who have quit a particular teaching program. This 
includes those students who have left the university system, who have changed their studies or who have left 
Spain to further studies. The study exchange rate represents the percentage of students whose study has changed. 
This percentage is also included in the dropout rate. Finally, the Spanish university system (SUE) dropout rate 
measures the percentage of students that have left the university system before graduation. 

3. Dropout Rate Value in Spain and Main Influence Factors 

The Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport collects in its report “Basic data of the Spanish university system” 
(Spanish Government. Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte., 2013) different data about the dropout rate 
and the study exchange rate. The first indicator is calculated as the percentage of students that do not matriculate 
at a university during the two following years. The second rate is computed as the percentage of students that 
enroll in other studies in the next two years. For the 2009-2010 academic course, the dropout rate in Spain was 
19% (one out of five students abandoned their studies that year) while 7.1% of students decided to change the 
career they have started. The figures in the case of Galicia are not so alarming, the dropout rate and the study 
exchange rate stayed at 13.6% and 6.2% respectively, this means than one out of seven undergraduates do not 
continue their higher studies. The same study reflects that some factors affect this indicator such as whether the 
institution is public or private and the modality each university offers. This last factor is decisive. The students 
who choose to take distance courses are usually older than those who study at universities that do not offer this 
type of learning, and they usually possess another degree or diploma. The dropout rate in distant learning is 
much higher than in the other modality. The figure below shows the difference between indicators in these cases 
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It should also be noted the great economic impact of university failure. A study by BBVA research (de la Fuente 
Moreno, & Serrano, 2013) shows that the dropout rates generates a cost of 5,772 euros per year and per student. 
This research notes that this impact is even greater if the student drops out in the first cycle. In this case the 
figure rose to 7,120 euros per year and per student. These data are taken from a report authored by (de la Fuente 
Moreno & Serrano, 2013) in which the economic impact of the educational failure is analysed. In order to 
calculate these costs, de la Fuente et al. compute the total costs of a school place with and without failure. In this 
way, the cost of the school failure is calculated as the difference. According to this report, university failure costs 
twice than in both FP I and FP II studies (the first and second phases of vocational training), and this amount is 
even higher in comparison with secondary studies. As mentioned before, these costs will vary depending on the 
university course. Costs decrease as the student progress in his studies. As we have mentioned above, this 
explains the figure of 7,120 euros per year and per student for the first cycle. This figure is reduced to 6,224 
euros per year and per student in the case of the second cycle and to 3,974 euros per year and per student in a 
doctorate (Figure 13). 

 

 

Figure 13. University dropout cost per year and per student 

 

4. Particular Case of Universities in Galicia 

The particulate case of the universities in the Autonomous Community of Galicia is also analysed in this report. 
According to the SIIU (Integrated University Information System), 66,594 students between 18 and 24 years of 
age were registered in a degree, a 1º and 2º cycle or in a master in Galicia for the 2012/2013 academic course. 
This value represents a net enrolment ratio in higher education of 25.8% computed as the number of enrolled 
students between 18 and 24 in higher education divided by the total population in the same interval of age. 
Compared to the total value of 28.6% in Spain, Galicia is slightly below the Spanish average. Figure 14 shows 
how these 66,594 students are divided. 
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document refers, on the one hand, to individual circumstances and characteristics of students such as learning 
disabilities, health problems, low self-esteem…On the other hand, there are reasons related to the educational 
environment of the student. An unsatisfactory learning environment as well as a negative interaction with 
teachers influences the dropout rates. An inadequate support to students with educational or behavioral problems 
can lead into a premature dropout. Another factor indicated in this report is the effect of friends and classmates. 
The European Commission also notes that social reasons can favor this phenomenon. The family attitude plays a 
crucial role among the social reasons. Finally, this document refers to economic causes. As already mentioned, 
the high employment offer that did not require high levels of education until 2007 caused that many students 
decided not to continue with their education. 

6. Conclusions 

The existence of a high university dropout rate in Spain is undeniable. Data shows that approximately one out of 
five students drop out from college. On the other hand, study exchange rates have lower values. Public 
universities register greater dropout rates than private universities. A considerable difference is found depending 
on the learning modality: this indicator is much higher in distance learning universities than in face-to-face 
learning universities. The influence of vocation is also a factor that influences this rate, vocational degrees 
present lower rates. A study per region is also presented. Masters also have dropout rates although the values are 
lower compared to a degree. This rate increases at the same pace than the age of the enrolled students. The 
economic crisis is another that must be taken into account. During the economic expansion period (2001-2007) 
more students abandoned their studies than during the crisis period (2007-2011). This situation also affects 
unemployment rates due to the fact that higher education leads to lower unemployment rates. Galicia presented 
slightly higher dropout rates than Spain from 2006 to 2009; nevertheless during the 2009/2010 academic year 
this rate was lower. The reasons for dropout can be divided into six distinct factors: psycho educational, 
evolutionary, family, economic, institutional and social factors. The main drop-out motives are related, among 
others, to incompatibility with work, economy, university (environment, teachers and difficulties) and so on. 
According to the BBVA research, the dropout rate imposes a great cost on the entire economy reaching the sum 
of 5,772 euros per year and per student and exceeding the amount of 1,500 million Euros. 

Due to the urgent need of reducing the dropout rate, the Ministry of Education developed an action plan to 
increase the number of young people enrolled in a higher education course; so that, consequently, Spain can 
redirect its economic growth model. In this way, a series of educational objectives were created for the decade 
2010-2020. The action plan 2010/2011 is the starting point and it is based on some crucial programs such as 
improving the academic performance of students, modernization and flexibility of the education system, 
modernization and internationalization of universities, enhancing foreign languages learning, performing a 
strategic plan of Vocational Training, information and evaluation as factors to improve the education quality, 
teacher training and social dimension of education at all levels. 

As it was already discussed above, in the case of Spain, for 2020 the dropout reduction has been fixed at 15% in 
the case of Spain and it is committed to increment by 44% the population between 30 and 34 years that complete 
higher education. In accordance with some international studies, it is expected that in the coming years only 15% 
of jobs will require people with no qualifications. This fact makes even more necessary the need to modernize 
our education system. The action plan developed seeks to create a flexible system that ensures excellence and 
equity. Research together with innovation will be some key points that should be enhanced during these years. 
The new education system should promote continuity in studies for most young people transferring them 
knowledge and will ensure that no student is excluded. 

Universities also try to deal with this problematic phenomenon carrying out programs and strategies in order to 
increase the students’ persistence. In order to achieve this, in Spain pre-university information and orientation 
actions, as well as educational and psychological support actions are conducted. 
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