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Higher educational dropout is a significant area of education policy in Hungary. First, the proportion of graduated
higher educational students is low when compared to the OECD average, which may be caused by dropout
from higher educational courses. On the other hand, although the phenomenon of dropout has been closely
investigated in several international research papers, the methodology used to determine the dropout ratio is
unsatisfactory, mainly due to the lack of expert consensus. As a consequence, we do not have precise data regarding
the dropout ratios, which make investigations related to this area even more necessary. The aim of this study was to
measure the possible reasons for delayed graduation and dropout, and it was carried out as a qualitative study based on
existing theories. In our investigation, the role of the sociocultural background; the years prior to the time spent in
higher education; and the motivation of the choice of institution, employment, sports, and social activities were
measured through an analysis of seven individual interviews and one focus group conversation involving
10 participants based on a semi-structured interview methodology. The causes of delayed graduation and dropout,
which are more difficult to observe, are an inappropriately chosen institution and/or course, employment while
studying intensively in a higher education institution, competitive sport and friends with a negative attitude toward
learning. Our analysis provides a stable basis for a wider questionnaire-based investigation on a representative sample
and its main units have been developed according to the research blocks of the interview analysis.
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INTRODUCTION

Graduation and achieving a higher educational degree are
the result of successfully completing tertiary education. It is
a type of human capital investment, which is intended to
increase the individual’s ability to be productive and to earn
a higher income (Becker, 1975; Varga, 1998, 2015). Com-
pared to the trends in Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) countries, the ratio of
students who get their first degree in tertiary education is
lower in Hungary, especially regarding PhD studies (OECD,
2015), which may be caused by the failure to meet the
degree requirements and by student dropout.

Regarding higher educational students’ dropout ratio, no
precise data are available, and the methodology determining
the ratio of dropout is unsatisfactory, mainly because of the
lack of an expert consensus (Fenyves et al., 2017; Lukács &
Sebő, 2015). The Eurostat summary (2016) states that, in
Latvia, 57.6% of those between 30 and 34 years old have
completed their higher educational studies. This ratio is
54.6% in Cyprus, 52.3% in Ireland and Luxembourg, and
50.2% in Sweden. The lowest ratio of graduation is found in
Italy (25.3%), Romania (25.6%), Malta (27.8%), and
Slovakia (28.4%). The ratio in Hungary (35.0%) is lower
than the mean for the EU (39.0%), although it is above

30.0% determined by the Action Programme of the EU to be
achieved by 2020 (Eurostat, 2016).

The aim of this study is to investigate pedagogy students
who have already dropped out, despite the fact that this
educational field can be associated with a lower dropout
ratio. Who are the students, who stagnate in the educational
system, have a lower level of educational progress or drop
out, and thus quit their studies without graduating (Fenyves
et al., 2017; Lukács & Sebő, 2015)? What are the factors –
sociocultural background, family, friends, school career,
employment studying, and leisure-time activities (sports and
entertainment) – that can predict institutional dropout? To
answer these questions, a qualitative research methodology
was applied through the analysis of seven individual inter-
views and one focus group conversation involving 10 parti-
cipants, based on a semi-structured interview methodology.
The interviewees were selected with non-probability
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distribution, expert, and snowball methods. On the basis of
the interviews conducted during the research, no far-reaching
conclusions can be claimed because of the less number of the
participants, but we can attempt to distinguish the main traits.

LITERATURE

Higher educational dropout became the focus of research in
the 1960s and it was embodied in a theoretical form by the
interactionist model of Tinto in the 1970s. In the 1970s,
analyses have been published that investigate the phenome-
non of dropout through analyzing the higher education
statistics of the different countries. For instance, Fulton
(1977) examined the statistics of the United Kingdom,
whereas de Corrado and Trivellato (1977) reviewed the
Italian statistics from the beginning of the expansion. Since
then, several models have been elaborated (e.g., Astin, 1993;
Bennett, 2003), which have drawn attention to different
factors, although some factors have appeared repeatedly.

It is necessary to draw attention to an individual’s psy-
chological characteristics, such as personality, motivation
(both internal and external), personal development, health
status, and health-awareness as influential factors (Braxton,
Shaw-Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997; Southerland, 2006). An-
other important point is the sociological–social aspect, which
highlights the characteristics of the student’s environment, the
role of classmates and educators, and the characteristics, and
the prestige of higher education, etc. (e.g., Braxton et al.,
1997; Southerland, 2006). Other theories emphasize the
role of economical–organizational factors, including cost-
effectiveness (at both institutional and individual levels) and
the characteristics of the institutions (resources, services, and
structure; Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1993; Southerland,
2006). Besides these, pedagogical–psychological factors play
an important role in investigations into the reasons for
dropout from a comprehensive perspective; these factors
include both pedagogical and psychological aspects,
highlighting the importance of the learning style and attitudes,
or the teaching staff (Cabrera et al., 1993).

The iceberg model (OECD, 2012) includes six factors,
which play a significant role in stagnation in the higher
education system and in the dropout ratio (Fig. 1).

1. Educational performance: this is the best indicator of
dropout, as low-academic achievement can restrain
students in their higher educational development.
Academic achievement is a visible part of the iceberg
and it is easy to identify as a background factor in the
move toward school dropout.

2. Students’ behavior: this includes the students’ values,
and monitors whether education and learning play an
important role in individuals’ value systems. Further-
more, this also includes deviant behavior elements
and health-damaging behavior.

3. The background of students and their families: the
family has a significant impact on the achievement of
the student, and the lack of support often leads to
dropout.

4. School structures, resources, and practices: the meth-
od of teaching–learning, the practice of the institu-
tion’s educators, relations with peers, and curricular
and extracurricular activities also influence students’
motivation, which can decrease the level of dropout.

5. Educational system level policies: education policy
can also decrease the level of dropout by yearly
tracking or concrete interventions (decreasing school
violence, creating and maintaining an appropriate
institution system, etc.)

6. Labor market conditions: changes in the labor market
(attractive but easily filled seasonal labor markets,
e.g., tourism) can have an impact on dropout. To
achieve financial independence and to improve their
economic situation, students may leave school pre-
maturely without completing their studies.

In the literature, several examples can be found for the
categorization of the different factors increasing the likeli-
hood of the dropout. By the middle of the 70s, academic
withdrawal and non-academic withdrawal progresses are
differentiated (e.g., Fulton, 1977). Otherwise, the groups of
students who dropped out are distinguished according to the

Fig. 1. The iceberg model of dropout. Source: OECD (2012, p. 21) (https://www.oecd.org/education/school/50293148.pdf)
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compulsory or conscious nature of the decision. On the basis
of the final decision, the literature separates permanent or
interval dropout progress.

The sociocultural background

The socioeconomic status (SES) of parents is one of the
most important and most frequently investigated factors.
Higher SES usually correlates with lower dropout rates
(Alivernini & Lucidi, 2011). Besides SES, parental involve-
ment and support are significant as well, and these are
obviously protective factors with regard to school dropout
(Jimerson, Egeland, Sroufe, & Carlson, 2000; Parr &
Bonitz, 2015). According to retrospective research, poverty
is one of the most important predictors of quitting the
educational system (De Witte, Cabus, Thyssen, Groot, &
van den Brink, 2013). This is mainly notable among those
who experienced extreme poverty in their childhood or lived
in extreme poverty during that period. Other factors are a
lack or low level of engagement in school, which also
increase the chances of quitting education (at all levels)
(Robinson, Jaggers, Rhodes, Blackmon, & Church, 2017).
The quality and strength of the parent–child relationship is
the most relevant issues at this level (Jimerson et al., 2000).

Dropout is also influenced by other demographical
factors, such as gender. According to UNESCO statistics
(2012), the rate of the dropout is significantly higher among
girls. This can be caused by economic factors (e.g., the
costs of education), by the household (e.g., the involvement
of females in household chores), by the school (e.g.,
extracurricular activities and a lack of gender equality at
school), and by the culture (e.g., early marriage, pregnancy,
and parenthood; Shahidul & Zehadul Karim, 2015).

Gender is not only related to the frequency of the dropout
but also to its type. According to Fulton (1977),
non-academic dropout is more common among females. It
is important to note that males’ dropout rates are higher at
certain times and in certain types of higher educational
systems (Lukács & Sebő, 2015; Tinto, 1975), thus, the
current higher ratio of females cannot be considered
everywhere and always as a valid trend.

Adaptation, including the social and academic integra-
tion of young people, has a huge relevance regarding the
environment. This includes both intragenerational (peers)
and intergenerational (educators) integration, and both have
a huge influence on academic achievement (Pusztai, 2004)
and on health awareness (sport and healthy lifestyle;
Kovács, Kovács, & Nagy, 2016). However, it is important
to draw greater attention to the individual, as it is the
individuals who – in the end – create their own lives, and
this mostly occurs at this level. The importance of the family
is still visible but individuals make their own decisions
about their lives and they have to be taken into consider-
ation. For this reason, intrapersonal characteristics make a
more marked appearance in each stage of life, and conse-
quently, in dropping out from education, as well.

The years before higher education

According to Veres (2017), promoting gender equality and
the prevention of the dropout of disadvantaged students is
one important challenge faced by the Hungarian education

system. It is important to be able to measure students’
social environment and to examine and determine the risk
factors. It is also relevant to understand individuals’ spe-
cific expectations before entering higher education when
examining the dropout factors. It is obviously important to
understand their educational career, their learning habits,
and the factors that hinder their entrance into higher
education and anything that could contribute to the factors
leading to dropout.

Teichler (1998) states that dropout appearing in learning
paths can be caused by strategic decisions, emergencies, or
even conscious decisions. Fehérvári (2012) measured learn-
ing paths in vocational education, and she highlighted the
failures in learning at primary and secondary levels, as well,
and also stated on the basis of several studies (Bánkúti,
Horváth, & Lukács, 2004; Liskó, 2003) that the reasons for
dropout at the secondary level can be traced back to primary
education. Moreover, failures continue at the secondary
level as well and can also have an impact on the tertiary
level.

Besides the support of parents, self-development, moti-
vation, and appropriate learning strategies can be significant,
and it is also important to mention academic achievement
and vocational guidance. Several aspects need to be taken
into consideration during the assessment of an institution as
these can also determine the quality of the school work
(Gyökös, 2015). According to Gyökös (2015), school lead-
ership, human resource management, school policies and
strategies, and organizational processes and resources can
be included here, as can the satisfaction of employees,
parents, and students. Edmonds (1979) determines five
factors regarding effective schools, which are appropriate
professional leadership, an organized and safe environment,
the importance of the development of fundamental skills,
the high level of expectations regarding students’ knowl-
edge, and the frequent evaluation of students’ learning
progress. Measuring the indices of academic achievement,
Szemerszki (2015) determined the aggregated results of the
semester, the grades for the featured subjects, results of
academic and art competitions, and the language exam as
the most important indices. Secondary school failure, for
example, failing a subject, is mentioned here as a negative
phenomenon. Later on, she created an academic achieve-
ment index on the basis of these factors.

The motivation of the choice of the higher
education institution

The choice of the institution has a huge influence on
students’ lives, as it is likely to determine whether the
students will live at home, what kind of livelihood oppor-
tunities they will have, whether it will be necessary to take
out a loan, and whether they will maintain contact with their
primary and secondary school friends (Galotti & Mark,
1994). The choice of institution and course is related to
values and is the result of a rational decision (after second-
ary education), which prioritizes the financial costs incurred
by higher educational studies. After the recent expansion of
higher education, the motivation regarding the choice of
institution and the research related to it has changed, as
nowadays the location and duration of the course has
become the focus of the research (Pusztai, 2015b).
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According to the investigation of Csuka and Banász
(2014), students’ (individual) factors, such as their social
and economic status, the parents’ educational level, higher
educational costs and scholarships, and the career advice
given by close relatives all have a significant effect. Fur-
thermore, institutional factors, such as the location, type,
condition and ranking of the higher educational institution,
and the quality of the teaching, as well as the prestige,
equipment and infrastructure of the institution, play an
important role as well.

Investigating career decisions, Kovács, Müller, Fenyves,
Szűcs, and Bácsné (2017) created a hierarchic three-
component model in which negative components dominated.
The inability to make a decision is the first level of the model
and is mainly caused by demotivation and dysfunctional
behavior related to decision-making. The second and third
factors are the lack of information and the inconsistent use of
information. The former is caused by the lack of open days
and recruitment activity and the latter by the unreliability
of information, its contradictions, problems arising when
making compromises, and internal and external conflicts.

One of the reasons for the dropout can also be that the
students realize that the institution or the department does
not provide what they expected only after starting their
training. This can be caused by the lack of information
previously acquired about higher education, or the inade-
quate choice of the institution or the department that does
not fit the students’ work values or professional concept
(Knafo & Sagiv, 2004). At the same time, the concepts of
work and occupation are not final at this age (emerging
adulthood) yet. The socialization progress in the higher
educational institutions can reinforce students’ professional
concepts; however, the negative experiences and the lack of
integration can lead to deliberate, voluntary dropout.

Employment

The characteristics of the labor market provide one of the
most important external contexts behind the dropout. How-
ever, its mode of action may be different. In the research of
Bennett (2003), the attraction of the high-income professions
can be detected as a pull-effect that uproots young people
from higher education, functioning as a sort of conscious
decision in the individual’s life. Brawer (1996), however,
notes work during education as a factor leading to the
dropout, as it puts a double burden on the students.

The attraction of the labor market is one of the most
important reasons for delayed graduation and dropout –

stated by the Hungarian analyses as well. In the life of
university students, there is no predetermined predictable
period when they enter the world of work, and the date of
entering employment does not fit the date of graduation
(Bocsi, 2013). According to Kun (2014), the flexibility
regarding the ability to enter the labor market from tertiary
education means that the income of employees without a
higher educational qualification is sometimes higher than
those with a qualification. In this sense, the attraction of the
labor market is decisive.

As the student dropout rate is high in Hungary (Derényi,
2015; Pusztai & Kozma, 2009), we can suspect that intensive
student employment contributes to poorer academic

achievement, delays in fulfilling degree requirements, and
to dropout, as well. It is obvious that students are influenced
by various motivational factors, such as financial reasons
and investment in human capital (Becker, 1994), or enriching
their curriculum vitae through work experience (Bocsi,
Fényes, & Markos, 2017; Riggert et al., 2006). Student
employment depends on the intensity of work undertaken
(working hours per week) and on the financial support of the
family (Riggert et al., 2006; Roshchin & Rudakov, 2017).

Several forms of employment can increase academic
achievement or even reduce inequality (Pusztai, 2011;
Perna, 2012). It is clear from employers’ experience that
the employment of students has a positive effect on
knowledge, results, and employment itself (Hovdhaugen,
2015; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Perna (2012) states
that students’ employment has an identity forming role, and
increases engagement in graduation. It strengthens the
ability to autoregulate and also has a positive effect on
labor market performance.

Sport

In the Hungarian literature, the investigation of the connec-
tion between sport and academic achievement is underrep-
resented. In this study, we explore what kind of role sport
could have in academic achievement and failure, and related
to the latter, in dropout.

The connections are not obvious regarding the relation-
ship between sport and academic achievement (especially
in secondary and tertiary education). Some researchers
have highlighted the positive effect of sport (Castelli,
Hillman, Buck, & Erwin, 2007; Field, Diego, & Sanders,
2001; Hartmann, 2008), while some have drawn attention
to its negative impact (Maloney & McCormick, 1993;
Purdy, Eitzen, & Hufnagel, 1982) and others have found
no connection between the two variables (Fisher, Juszczak,
& Friedman, 1996; Melnick, Sabo, & Vanfossen, 1992).

The results of our investigation among students at the
University of Debrecen highlighted the outstanding achieve-
ment of elite and regularly active athletes. Excluding two
dimensions, these students achieved the best performance
and the complex index of the elite athletes clearly showed
that these students can achieve outstanding academic
achievement alongside regular competitive sports participa-
tion. They are persistent and future-oriented, have good
organising skills, are able to work hard, and can deal both
with study and sport. Leisure-time athletes are more likely to
follow norms, to evaluate learning as the most important
activity, and the intensity with which they prepare for
lessons and exams is the highest of all students. It was also
confirmed among disadvantaged students that sport med-
iates values, norms, and behavioral rules, and it develops the
personality, which can help to compensate for disadvantages
regarding academic achievement (Kovács, 2015).

Regarding student dropout, first, the dimension of com-
petitive sport concentrating on performance-development is
underlined, in which achieving the best possible result is the
target (Borbély & Müller, 2008). This sport-specific good
result (i.e., reaching a nationally recognized level) is only
achievable if academic work is done consciously. Training,
which means several hours per week and also requires good
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performance in competitions, is really time-consuming, if it
is done at a really high level (i.e. a national and/or interna-
tional level) and it can mean running the risk of poor
academic achievement and dropout (Bowen & Levin,
2003; Eitle & Eitle, 2002; Miller, Melnick, Barnes, Farrell,
& Sabo, 2007).

Social, entertainment, and leisure-time activities

The individual’s leisure-time habits and preferred activi-
ties depend not only on subjective interests but are also the
result of value preferences and tastes determined by
sociocultural and socialization factors (Bourdieu, 1998,
2008). “Partying” is one of the defining leisure-time
activities of student life, as is confirmed by several studies
(Müller, 2009; Murányi, 2010).

Behaviors related to non-formal education are one of the
central questions of the investigation of non-academic
achievement. These can show the efficacy of both prescrip-
tive and proscriptive norms. The latter includes the avoid-
ance of health-damaging behaviors such as illegal substance
use (Pusztai, 2004) or smoking and alcohol consumption
(Kovács, Nagy, & Hegedűs, in press; Pusztai, Kovács,
Kovács, & Nagy, 2018). According to these results, avoid-
ing risk factors, such as smoking, alcohol consumption,
substance use, unsafe sexual behavior and suicide, and the
lower prevalence of depressive symptoms, are indices of
non-academic achievement. Several researchers emphasize
that social leisure-time activities related to a student life-
style, and belonging to a student community are outstanding
predictors of health-risk behaviors.

In our previous student investigation, we reported on the
effects of social party going and sporting leisure-time
activity on the principal component of health-risk behavior:
the more likely these activities are for the student, the more
frequent is substance use, independent of individual, socio-
cultural, and demographical factors (Kovács, 2018). Thus, it
is clear that leisure-time activities related to parties are risk
factors regarding health-damaging behaviors, and that fur-
thermore, the avoidance of these activities can be regarded
as non-academic achievement factors. Besides this, exces-
sive alcohol consumption and regular intoxication increase
the risk of dropout and strengthen relationships with norm-
breaking peer groups, according to an investigation among
Norwegian high-school students (Wichstrøm, 1998).
According to the analysis, partying is a distraction or a
maladaptive coping strategy when a student follows the
wrong path: because of their unsuccessful courses and
subjects, students become more desperate and disillusioned,
they evaluate learning as less important and they seek a
distraction such as partying or a paid job, which can distract
them from failures related to learning (Daley, 2010). Thus,
partying can be one of the most important factors in delayed
graduation and in dropout.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY

Therefore, our research questions are that who dropped
out of teacher education and why? What are the factors –

sociocultural background, family, friends, school career,

employment while studying, and leisure-time activities (sports
and entertainment) – that can predict institutional dropout?

The material was processed mainly alongside the codes
assigned by the different topics of the interview. This paper
does not cover all topics. The narrated life stories meant the
basis of the analysis of the interviews where the stories told
by the interviewees were regarded as the reality (Bordás,
2010; Conelly & Clandinin, 2006; Kovács & Vajda, 2002).
The typed texts were interpreted as a surface (following the
hermeneutics of Ricoeur and Gadamer) that can show us
the individuals’ experiences related to dropout. Therefore,
the texts provided the relationship between the “reality”
revealed by the interviewees and analysts (quotes Bordás,
2010). The typed interviews were divided into shorter units
and the topics of the units were labeled on the basis of a
primer code system corresponding to the weights of the
research. Then, the units whose codes fit into the conceptual
network of dropout were excluded from the interviews.
During the categorization of these interview slices, the
relationships between the codes, the hierarchical relation-
ships, and the logical structure were labeled as well. Within
this, the codes became more detailed, and furthermore, they
were completed with other relevant emic codes that
appeared during the analysis. Finally, a written form
was created alongside the interview topics labeled with
main and subcodes (Bordás, 2010; Conelly & Clandinin,
2006; Kovács & Vajda, 2002; Nagy, 2006; Tóth, 2004). The
sampling is not random; therefore, our results cannot be
generalized to the students of the investigated university.
However, the findings of our research can help to reveal this
less measured and difficulty tangible problem from a bot-
tom-up perspective and to prepare a targeted research.

EMPIRICAL STUDY

The sociocultural background

The family backgrounds of the participants differ. Approxi-
mately half of the interviewees have parents with a low
educational level who had at least a vocational education. In
one quarter of the participants’ families, there is at least one
high-school graduate or technician and also in one quarter of
the participants’ families, there is at least one parent with a
higher educational certificate. Three students mentioned
divorce, mainly occurring during their high-school years.
All of them describe a learning-supportive family atmo-
sphere. However, support occurred for different reasons
that were based on rational and less conscious decisions
(Boudon, 1998; Pusztai, 2015a; learning without a concrete
aim, earning more money, achieving more in one’s lifetime,
getting a degree is an obvious goal in the family) and was
offered in different ways (verbal and financial support).

During high school, the impact of parents on learning
becomes less marked. Some interviewees mentioned the less
exaggerated expectations as positive points. These are
contrary to performance pressure, which was experienced
in all but one case. Freedom in decision-making and being
treated as an adult even during secondary education are also
positive points. However, several participants mentioned
failure in the choice of course at secondary and tertiary
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levels. However, dropout caused by choices made by par-
ents was mentioned, as well.

According to the results, students from different social
layers highlighted the importance of different factors. The
lower the social layer the student comes from, the higher the
chance that employment during a course is a necessity and
not a choice. But the family is important not only in terms of
financial security: the values, norms, and coping strategies
of the family are significant, as well. The more advanta-
geous background the individual has, the greater the chances
there will be an option outside the educational system in
case of failure (Alivernini & Lucidi, 2011; De Witte et al.,
2013; Jimerson et al., 2000; Parr & Bonitz, 2015).

Family background has a direct and indirect role in
dropout. The direct effect includes everything that comes
through norms and values. Regarding the participants,
higher educational studies were parallel to moving away
from parents (except for one or two participants), which
leads to financial autonomy, or for a need for this autonomy.
One participant said that he/she did not accept any support
from his/her parents. In this separation process, the bound-
aries are blurred regarding the expansion of the parents’
support. The anticipation of approaching studies (including
some kind of theoretical and financial support), treating the
departing child as an adult, providing her/him the choice to
make decisions and transferring the parents’ values and
norms all occur imperceptibly and simultaneously.

Young adults are caught in the crossfire of expectations
of which only one is achievable, that is, graduation from
tertiary education. Moreover, the value of employment is
also clear alongside these factors among parents with pri-
mary and secondary levels of educational. Parents them-
selves had already worked at this age, and the financial
insecurity caused by studying can endanger the family and
therefore employment becomes a necessity and not a choice.
Among children of parents with a higher education qualifi-
cation, employment while studying is generally a choice.
Regarding the free choice aspect of students’ decisions, self-
preservation, and gaining new knowledge and skills, and
forming new relationships can be observed. Some say that
this can be an escape from the oppressive atmosphere of
higher education, and if they feel better in the workplace,
they will quit education. This approach is in accordance with
the theory of Bennett (2003), which draws attention to the
pull-out effects of the labor market, while a job with good
salary and flexible work schedules can be attractive against
of the oppressive atmosphere of higher education. Starting a
relationship and a family are frequently mentioned. The
freedom of post-adolescence and partying can also reduce
the importance of academic targets.

The risk of dropout increases exponentially if one of the
factors mentioned becomes dominant over studying, and if
the uncertainty caused by this is associated with doubts and
problems in learning. This can occur, for example, if
students do not have any confidence in the utility of their
vocation, if they are disappointed in their teachers, the
quality of the course, or its content. In the iceberg model,
which is the basis for our research, this issue means the sixth
dimension (school structures, resources, and practices). This
includes all of the institutional and individual factors related
to teaching and learning that support the student’s academic

career and strengthen their commitment to completing the
studies. However, its lack may push the student toward
dropping out.

The participants did not mention family members when
referring to the moments, which led to dropout or in which
the decision was made. These were their own decisions in
which the family took part only after the decision was made
and interpreted to them. These decisions were mainly
accepted, although in a few cases the family was angry or
disillusioned. Generally, the decisions were described as
their own, or decisions which involved a friend or classmate,
either in the decision itself or in coping with attendant
difficulties; sometimes a student will follow the example
of a friend or classmate who has quit.

On the whole, it seems that the family is not a direct actor
in the process and does not take part in the decision-making.
However, the effect of the family appears indirectly: finan-
cial insecurity, separating from parents, perceiving work as
a value, a lack of connection between studies and the
student’s goals, a lack of the knowledge required to navigate
the higher education system, etc.

The years before higher education

The colorful career paths among higher educational students
can be seen to an increasing degree, which can be related not
only to changing course, quitting or dropping out at the
higher education level, but at the primary and secondary
level, as well. These educational paths – which are not
always linear – can be genuinely diverse.

It is obvious that the attitude of parents when supporting
further education depends on their sociocultural environ-
ment and on their possibilities for supporting their children.
The role of parents was decisive in everyday preparation and
in completing homework. The role of grandparents was also
visible in several multigenerational families. Individual
support, encouragement, support in preparation, and support
for private lessons and tuition were clear in the case of
poorer families, as well. The academic achievement of the
participants was good in primary school and several of them
had outstanding results.

Regarding the choice of the institution at secondary level
(grammar school, secondary school, and secondary voca-
tional school), the student and the parent make a decision
(together), which can lead to school-leaving certificate and
further (higher) education, or a school-leaving certificate
and a technician’s certificate, or to a technician’s certificate
alone. Related to this, different learning outputs can be
observed. First, several students showed improved academic
achievement. On the other hand, failure and repetition could
also be experienced, which can be an important indicator of
the higher educational academic achievement and the drop-
out (Bánkúti et al., 2004; Liskó, 2003), or third, the same
results could be achieved as was achieved in primary school.

The years of secondary education and the possibilities
provided by the community obviously influence students in
their academic achievement. Besides these factors, the
activities conducted to assist career orientation and the
supportive role of the school (especially supportive tea-
chers) must be mentioned. According to the capabilities of
the types of institution, student clubs, extracurricular
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activities, and private lessons were mentioned as reasons for
the positive achievements of the participants.

The pressure of decision-making also predominated. In
this, the supportive but expecting role of the family was
significant, as well. According to the investigation of Csuka
and Banász (2014), students’ (individual) factors, such as
their social and economic status, the parents’ educational
level, higher educational costs and scholarships, and the
career advice given by close relatives (e.g., parents) all have
a significant effect. We can see from interviews several
students chose the same course as their parents had com-
pleted, or the one which conformed to family expectations.
Family patterns (e.g., the plans of the parents and their
extent) played a significant role in this pressure.

Regarding the factors causing failure, a connection could
be experienced between the type of the secondary school
and the courses selected. In the case of a higher educational
course, which was different from the one selected in sec-
ondary school, the difficulties and bottlenecks were clearly
visible from the beginning. Several participants reported that
even in the first weeks, they did not receive an appropriate
professional basis for the courses, which were necessary for
their choice of profession. This is an important element in
terms of the problems related to the period preceding higher
education. This result draws attention to the responsibility of
the secondary schools for the students’ vocational guidance.
It is important to provide more and more opportunity for the
students to meet the various faculties as early as possible
that includes not only labor market utilization and the social
expectations, but also the skills and knowledge required to
complete the training, and requirements of the profession.

It is clear that the educational career preceding higher
education has a serious effect on higher educational dropout
or on delayed graduation, and can be experienced through
the role of the choice of institution in secondary education,
the career orientation, the supportive role of the school,
academic failures/successes, and the pressure on decision-
making, too.

The motivation of the choice of higher
educational institution

The majority of the participants made their decision at their
secondary school during the last school year. The selection
of the institution was not influenced by friends or acquain-
tances, and neither was the opinion of teachers significant. It
can be stated that career decisions and institution selection
must be separated. It is clear in several cases that institution
selection is much more stable and occurs earlier than course
selection. This can be explained by the importance of the
location and the closeness of the institution. Measuring what
motivates institution selection, the hierarchy of the selected
institutions, and the place of the institution must also be
taken into consideration. The majority of students could not
list the ranking of the selected institutions and courses,
because they made their choice before consulting these
lists. The one student from abroad highlighted the fact the
course was in the native language as the key component.

Regarding the choice of institution, another important
statement is that students are highly influenced by their
financial status. The participants explained the selection of

the institution by the fact that they did not have to pay tuition
fees, or they received a scholarship. Regarding another
aspect of financial resources, it was also influenced by the
possible opportunity to earn money in the future. Our results
confirm the rational choice theory of Boudon. One of the
key points of the theory is the cost-benefit analysis in which
individuals or families assess the expected benefits of the
university training/certification (the higher salary due to
the degree in our case) while trying to minimize the costs
of the graduation. One possible way can be to choose an
institution close to the own settlement and, of course, to
choose a state-funded training even if it is not the in the first
place of the application list (Boudon, 1998; Pusztai, 2015a).

Employment

Our investigation underlined that working while studying in
a higher educational institution plays an important role, and
has a huge effect on the length of time involved in studying
or on dropout. Employment appeared in several forms in the
life of the interviewees. Their biggest motivational factor
was earning money, so they did not have to depend on their
parents and could finance their costs easier.

One interviewee’s decision to quit a minor course was
reinforced by the existence of a permanent job, since by
quitting the student could keep a stable job and could even
move up the career ladder, and this was more important than
graduating. Similarly, another participant said that he/she
secured a full-time job after dropping out.

Their case is in relation with the research results of
Bennett (2003) and Kun (2014) who draw attention to the
fact that a stable, possibly flexible and (apparently) lucrative
job may be more attractive for the student than the academic
difficulties related to the graduation. As a solution for the
problems concerning the compatibility of the two areas, they
rather choose to complete their studies since their long-term
goal has already been achieved, they are integrated into the
labor market, and they earn income too.

In some cases, a return to education could be observed:
this occurred when time was spent in the labor market after
breaking off from a course or before enrolling on a new
course. One of the interviewees did part-time jobs and
continued to work in the labor market after his unsuccessful
application, and then started to work at the fire department.
Later, he enrolled on a course but work took on an important
role in his life and he also worked before and after dropout.
After dropping out, he enrolled on another course but did
not finish it as he could not see a clear path from the course
to the labor market.

The third group of interviewees were made up of former
correspondence students who were able to have full-time
jobs thanks to the system. In their case, the main motiva-
tional factors were first their livelihood, and second the
financing of their education.

The narratives of the participants supported the hypoth-
esis that employment while studying and the attraction of
the labor market have significant influences on dropout. It is
clear that the role of the job is dominant, which can lead to
quitting higher education studies (Brawer, 1996). Those
interviewees, who decided to enter employment, did so
partly because it represented financial safety and partly

Journal of Adult Learning, Knowledge and Innovation 3(1), pp. 27–38 (2019) | 33

Delayed graduation and dropout

Unauthenticated | Downloaded 12/12/22 07:00 AM UTC



because it meant that future employment could be secured.
Students underevaluated their courses in a few cases.

Sport

In our qualitative study, achieving a good result in sports
and taking part in the National Championship could be seen
as a target. A handball player in the National League 1st
division who dropped out said that his academic achieve-
ment decreased in tandem with improved achievement in
sport. This can be reversed, however, when he played in the
2nd division and had only three training sessions per week
there was time to study and become successful. He stated
that the priority of a sports career and achievement were the
main reasons for dropping out. His sports career was a
barrier with regard to his educational career and he had had
bad experiences with teachers who often treated him in a
patronizing way. He hardly spoke about his academic career
with his peers, concentrating instead on sports results and
successes. As a result of the frequent and long training
sessions and switching to another institution, his academic
achievement became poorer, which strengthens research
results that emphasize the negative effect of sport on
academic achievement (Maloney & McCormick, 1993;
Purdy et al., 1982). However, he performed well in his
school-leaving exam and he prepared a lot for it, as he knew
that it could determine his future. At his first university,
where he started his higher educational studies, his sports
career played a less important role in his life and he said the
following: “I could manage to achieve better results. It was
partying which distracted my energy from learning.”

Among the interviewees, several athletes earned regular
discretional income. The time necessary for studying can be
reduced not only by sport but also by the time spent on sport
and work. Employment requires responsibility and commit-
ment, involving, for example, earning money even at a young
age and for non-elite (amateur) competitions. These three
components, that is, study, work, and sport are not easy to
combine; it can be done well if the individual has outstanding
skills and persistence, together with time-management skills.
Some of the participants are leisure-time athletes looking for
experience, community activities, and health promotion, as
was also pointed out by Szabó (2006) and Pfau (2017).
Among those who play at lower levels or only in their free
time, sport is not a risk factor in dropout; moreover, it can
support academic achievement and it also can be a protective
factor against dropout, deviant behaviors, and those which
present health risks (Kovács, 2015; Müller, 2009).

Sport as a leisure-time activity has a positive effect on
learning and work as well; it supports socialization and
competitiveness in the labor market (Hartmann, 2008).
However, the support provided by competitive sport is not
so obvious. Sport as a vocation requires so much time,
responsibility, and commitment that it is more difficult to
fulfill academic requirements. There should be no overem-
phasis on the negative effect of sport on dropout as it can
also be influenced by other factors, including partying,
employment, starting a family, a negligent attitude, laziness,
or a lack of diligence, and all factors that act together as part
of a wider context had a significant effect on delaying
studies or on dropout.

Social activities

Parties play a dominant role in students’ lives, and they
frequently correlate with alcohol consumption and smoking.
Campus life can be described as “buddies, parties, Fanta,
girls, booze even three times per week.” However, an
exception can be also seen in the athlete who started to
major in the sports department and had friends who regu-
larly smoked and consumed alcohol, but who refrained from
these activities, and was accepted by his friends, too. In this
case, sport functions as a protective factor (Kovács, 2013,
2015; Mikulán, Keresztes, & Pikó, 2010).

Partying by itself does not lead to dropout, but it can
foster it in combination with other factors. It can be hypoth-
esized that it causes problems in an academic career, if the
student identifies campus life with partying and studying is
increasingly neglected as the parties organized specially for
university students can lead to a hedonistic and “carpe
diem” lifestyle. However, we must mention other students
who spent less time with parties and friends: “I worked and
pursued sport besides studying, so friends and partying with
them received less time in my life.”

It is also clear that the majority of students traveled to
home at weekends, as was reported by Murányi (2010). This
was done for financial reasons. As a result of traveling, they
spent less time in the institution; they knew each other less
and had no common activities. They missed the close
relationships between teachers and students.

The effect of social relationships and peers is indisput-
able regarding health-related behavior, sporting habits, and
also learning motivation. Friends can be protective factors
against delayed graduation and dropout if this group of
friends and peers shows a positive attitude toward learning
and vice versa. However, it also can have a negative impact
on academic achievement if the peers’ attitude is negative
(Pusztai, 2011).

SUMMARY

In this study, we tried to uncover reasons for delayed
graduation and dropout, which are difficult to observe by
analyzing interviews. We interviewed people who had
already dropped out or who had stayed in the educational
system beyond the normally expected time.

The direct role of family members could not be
highlighted in the process of delayed graduation or drop-
out; however, it is clear that it has an indirect impact
through financial insecurity, assessing the value of work,
the lack of the connection between learning and goals, a
lack of information to navigate the higher education sys-
tem, and the acceptance of alternatives outside the educa-
tional system.

The educational career prior to the higher educational
years can also have a serious effect in several respects,
including institution selection at secondary level, career
orientation, the supportive role of the school, academic
failures and successes, or the pressure on decision-making.
The inappropriate selection of an institution or a course can
significantly influence the student’s path toward leaving
without graduation.
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Working while studying can also contribute to poorer
academic achievement, to delays in fulfilling requirements
or to quitting the course without graduating. Beside this,
competitive sport also does not support academic achieve-
ment, although leisure-time sport has a positive effect, both
on learning and work efficiency. Furthermore, friendships
also can protect against dropout, if the attitude of the group
is positive toward learning.

But what can happen after dropout and quitting a course?
Tinto (1975) has already drawn attention to the limitations
of the research into the phenomenon of dropout, one of
which was modeled scripts. We can add that it is not only
these scripts but also paths after dropout that are lacking. At
the same time, following up students who have dropped out
is necessary, as the analyses, narratives, and subjective
evaluation of the process at an individual level could be
an important element in further studies.

When investigating life after dropout, we could not omit
the development of youth-sociological frameworks for the
relevant life period. Relevant theories relate to the begin-
ning of adulthood and the quarter-life crisis, the fluid status
of career socialisation, the destandardization of career
paths or the phenomenon of NEET (Not in Employment,
Education or Training; Kohli, 1990; Sánta, 2017; Vida,
2011). It is important to see that the life period following
dropout is a fluid and path-finding period for young people
that can be made even more unpredictable by quitting other
institutions.

The first relevant statement to make may be the fact that
dropout is predominately not a single and pointed change in
the stakeholder’s life, and this is reinforced by the fact that
we can also observe a return to other institutions. Thus,
dropout and the employment periods following it usually
overlap, and there is often a shifting variety of attempts
made to return to education.

We were also able to observe several attempts to return to
higher education in our research sample. Another phenom-
enon can be observed in cases where dropout from a
Master’s course (MA/MSc) was caused by the student’s
stable position in the labor market. This temporary period,
or periods, can be described as employment periods that fit
destandardized life paths. These usually lead to employment
in different sectors, and to working abroad in several cases.
The initial employment is often the continuation of the
student job that started during the higher educational studies
and sometimes the workplace is the same and it is only the
form of employment which differs (switching from a student
job to a full-time job). More serious career moves could only
be experienced by a few participants.

The experiences of the labor market also shape the
expectations related to higher education. They can affect
the relationship with the selection of the course, opinions
regarding the value of the degree and the evaluation of the
previous course. A mistaken or ill-considered career choice
has a key role in the dropout phenomenon. In the years after
dropout, the decision can be corrected. A higher level of
interconnection between study plans and employment will
be likely, which is mostly harmonized with the expectations
of the family.

In harmony with the literature, in this study, it was not
only individual evaluation but the effects of social status and

the social environment, which also played an important role.
Becoming passive or quitting the course is a conscious
decision on the one hand, and an exigent response, on the
other. Despite these considerations, the interviewees do not
evaluate dropout as a mistake, but neither do they assess it as
a positive experience.

The results of the qualitative analysis also indicate that
dropout is not a definitive abandonment of higher educa-
tional plans. In the period after dropout, the expectation of
graduating at some point in the future can be reinforced.
This desire can be combined with a career correction too,
and several participants planned to get their degree in
another department or faculty (or have done so). The
phenomenon of definitive dropout is rather a script (which
is likely at the Master’s level), but further follow-up studies
are necessary to measure the extent to which learning plans
are realized.
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kommunikáció képzés [Evidence-based governance and
communication training]. Jelkép. Advance online publication.
1–21. doi:10.20520/Jel-Kep.2015.1.KLSZ.21

De Witte, K., Cabus, S., Thyssen, G., Groot, W., & van den Brink,
H. M. (2013). A critical review of the literature on school

dropout. Educational Research Review, 10, 13–28. doi:10.1016/
j.edurev.2013.05.002

Edmonds, R. (1979). Effective schools for the urban poor. Educa-
tional Leadership, 37(1), 15–18. Retrieved from https://pdfs.
semanticscholar.org/550b/740eb13c411d36d38f498293472cf
64fdcef.pdf

Eitle, T. M., & Eitle, D. J. (2002). Race, cultural capital, and the
educational effects of participation in sports. Sociology of
Education, 75(2), 123–146. doi:10.2307/3090288

Eurostat. (2016). More and more persons aged 30 to 34 with
tertiary educational attainment in the EU. Retrieved from
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/7242558/3-
27042016-AP-EN.pdf/83c2d88c-9ba8-47d7-8caf-8d765585967a.
Last accessed on: March 19, 2018.

Fehérvári, A. (2012). Tanulási utak a szakképzésben [Learning
paths in vocational education]. Iskolakultúra, 7–8, 2–19.
Retrieved from http://epa.oszk.hu/00000/00011/00167/pdf/
EPA00011_Iskolakultura_2012-7-8.pdf

Fenyves, V., Bácsné Bába, É., Szabóné Szőke, R., Kocsis, I.,
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