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Concepts and measurement of dropout in higher
education: A critical perspective from Latin America

Fernando Acevedo
Universidad de la Repsiblica, Urugnay

This study identified the main explanatory factors of dropout in higher education in
Rivera, Uruguay, and showed that the limitations and methodological implications
related to the polysemic nature of the concept of dropout should be addressed by studies
on this subject. Through a systematic search of the international scientific literature, the
results showed that the main barriers were: (i) the absence of consensus of dropout in
higher education in the international scientific literature; (i) measurement of dropout
rates according to individual research interests using the predominant methodological
strategies and the available data (which are usually unreliable and difficult to access),
instead of adopting a more conceptually and methodologically consistent definition; (iii)
the nature of the data and the absence of a unique definition of dropout in higher
education prevents its generalisation and/or compatison with data from other
institutions and countries.

Introduction

A recent study (Acevedo, 2020) provided consistent theoretical and empirical data to
develop a model for promoting higher education in unfavourable social and academic
contexts, as is the case of Rivera, in north-eastern Uruguay. One of the most significant
contributions of this study was determining that the main factors involved in dropout in
the three higher education centres of Rivera (the Rivera University Centre, the Regional
Northern Centre for Teachers, and the Rivera Teacher Training Institute) are those
associated with the structure of educational and employment opportunities, especially the
existence of a very limited and undiversified offer of higher education academic programs.

In effect, unlike what happens in favourable socio-academic settings, the contextual-
structural factors in the region where those centres are located are decisive as explanatory
factors for dropout, mainly in the first year, as well as for persistence and student success
(Acevedo, 2020). These findings question the suitability and applicability, in the case of
unfavourable social and academic contexts, of the two most widely accepted models in
academia: the Model of Institutional Action for Student Success (Tinto, 2012a) and Retention
Formula and Model for Student Success (Seidman, 2012a, 2012b).

The study design presented limitations, including the polysemic nature of the concept of
dropout, which prevented conceptualisation and operationalisation. The neologism
operationalisation is related to the process of precisely defining and measuring concepts or
variables, which usually requires their decomposition into constitutive parts, and then
choosing observable indicators (Lazarsfeld, 1985.) In this respect, it is worth noting that
more than two hundred studies from high-impact journals based on the framework of this
investigation did not address this limitation. However, these studies analysed several
words whose relevance and meaning do not have consensus, and their use was interpreted
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differently, limiting selecting data and identifying and measuring indicators in different
academic contexts (Rodriguez-Goémez, Feixas, Gairin & Mufioz, 2015). Consequently, it
was not possible to establish comparisons between studies.

The most commonly used words were desertion, dropout, stop-out, stopping, withdrawal,
departure, attrition, leaving, abandonment, dismissal, quit, exhaustion, non-persistence,
and non-completion. The connotations of these words are distinct and may indicate
different situations, which requires specifying the context and limits interpretation. For
instance, it may show involuntary dismissal (because the student did not comply with the
administrative requirements or violated institutional regulations), voluntary abandonment
of a career and enrolment in another (either in the same or another higher education
centre), or neglect of studies to engage in non-academic activities (Holliman, Martin &
Collie, 2018). Besides, abandonment of education can be permanent or temporary.
Moreover, the context varies according to the person defining it: “The terms retention,
dropout, and attrition have been used synonymously and conjure up different visions in
different people’ (Seidman, 2012b, p. 270).

Finding a definition adequate to all types of dropout is unlikely and, strictly speaking,
inadmissible. Spanish-speaking scholars face other difficulties when translating the original
English words into their language, which already has different denotata and connotata
according to the conception and intention of those who formulate or apply them.
However, in both cases, there are conceptual-semantic limitations in meaning rather than
terminological-lexical limitations. Therefore, developing conceptual frameworks that
reduce these limitations is essential.

Methodological approach

In order to determine the different meanings attributed to the most commonly used
words in the specialised literature focused on abandonment of studies in higher education,
a systemic survey was undertaken, restricted to papers published between 1 January 2015
and 31 July 2018 in high-impact journals, both English and Spanish. A more thorough
survey over a longer period of time was ruled out, because it would have been materially
impossible; it is sufficient to consider that between 1980 and 2012 more than three million
papers focused on school retention and on abandonment of studies in universities were
registered in Google Scholar (Serra Hagedorn, 2012).

For the 266 journals Q1 listed by Scimago (2018) in jJournal Rankings in Education, the
keyword search words applied were the three that, according to Longden (2001), are the
most employed in the specialised literature: dropout, attrition, withdrawal. 287 papers
were found mentioning at least one of these three words in title, abstract or keywords.
Those 287 papers are distributed in 48 journals Q1: 26 from the United Kingdom, 19
from the USA, and 3 from the Netherlands (Appendix 1). The fact that all these journals
are published in English and most of them (94%) come from anglophone contexts, could
introduce an apparent bias in the results. However, these journals have the highest
international impact on this subject, and therefore, have an influence on the word-choice
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by most of the authors from non-anglophone contexts in their papers published in Q2,
Q3 or Q4 journals (i.e., dropout, attrition, withdrawal, and the corresponding
translations). As such, this seems to be a bias due to the current situation in the publishing
market, not in the literature search criteria.

An equivalent criterion was applied for the survey of papers in high-impact journals
published in Spanish, also between 1 January 2015 and 31 July 2018. Due to the fact that
in the total of 266 journals Q1 from Journal Rankings in Education (Scimago, 2018) only
three are published in Spanish (all from Spain), the survey covered the total of the journals
of the Scimago ranking. The search descriptors were the three words that, according to
Munizaga, Cifuentes and Beltran (2017), are the most employed 7 #he specialised literature
in Spanish: desercién (desertion), abandono (dropout), retencién (retention). 94 papers in
Spanish were identified with at least one of these words mentioned in title, abstract or
keywords. Those 94 papers are distributed in a total of 19 journals (2 Q1, 6 Q2, 6 Q3, 5
Q4) published in Spain (11 journals) and in four American countries (5 in México, 1 in
Chile, 1 in Colombia, 1 in Costa Rica) (Appendix 2).

Findings and discussion
Conceptual boundaries: Desertion, dropout, disaffiliation

The study showed that uncritical use of definitions has led to the proliferation of opinions
that implicitly consider that the use of desertion is discriminatory, and should be avoided
because of the negative connotation attributed to this word: in the military—where the
term originated—desertion was an act of treason that was strongly disapproved (Diaz,
2007). However, this connotation is attributed by the speaker. It seems that many speakers
inadvertently assume the Humpty-Dumpty statement: “‘When I use a word [...] it means
just what I choose it to mean — neither more nor less’ (Carroll, 1871, p. 72). In this
respect, discrimination is not in words but in things—there is not an essential
correspondence between them, as Foucault (2005) argued half a century ago—or,
according to the famous Saussurean dichotomy, is not in the language (langue) but in
speech (parole) and, more specifically, in the intentionality of the speaker. Moreover,
students who stop attending a higher education centre or abandon studies to perform
non-academic activities are not traitors.

However, the word desertion does not indicate whether it involves interrupting studies in
higher education or no longer being a student. Besides, this word suggests irreversibility
that does not agree with a decision that may not be irreversible.

Two other expressions were adopted because of these limitations: dropout, that is,
abandonment of studies in a higher education centre (which could eventually lead to
enrolment in other courses in the same or another career); and disaffiliation, that is,
abandonment of formal studies and disengagement from the educational system. This
distinction is not merely lexical, and the possibility of distinguishing between dropout and
disaffiliation is critical for designing targeted policies.
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Having ruled out the term desertion, it is appropriate to develop conceptual boundaries
between drgpout and disaffiliation. Dropout is the interruption of academic studies in a
higher education centre. Depending on the circumstances under which this decision is
made, the interruption may occur by stopping to attend the courses started in that higher
education centre, or, in the case of having completed them, by not taking the exams which
if passed would have allowed course credits to be received, or, in the case of having
completed the courses and taken exams, by not enrolling in other classes. In any case, the
interruption of academic studies does not necessarily imply that the student has
abandoned the educational system (Webb & Cotton, 2018), and interruption does not
indicate disaffiliation because the student can potentially resume formal studies in a
different career in the same higher education centre or a different one.

Dropout and disaffiliation are not permanent, irreversible states. The students who
abandon studies can resume them later or finish them in another higher education centre.
Similarly, students who disengage from the educational system, i.e., abandon studies and
do not attend a higher education centre for a specified period (which is difficult to
predict), can rejoin the system, except in cases of death.

Although dropout and disaffiliation are potentially reversible, the specialised literature
usually attributes a definitive character to these terms, and dropout rates are determined
on this basis, with several implications; for this reason, the use of these words is equivocal.
Therefore, it is convenient to replace both terms with non-completion of studies and add a
specific complement such as non-completion of studies in an academic program, non-completion of
studies in a higher education centre (or non-completion of studies in an academic program and
non-enrolment in other programs of that higher education centre), non-completion of studies
in every higher education centre (or non-completion of studies in an academic program and
non-enrolment in other programs of that or other higher education centres). It should be
noted that the term non-completion is rare in the current literature.

Methodological implications

The conceptual boundaties between dropout and disaffiliation seem to be well-defined.
Nonetheless, it is difficult to determine whether the student who decides to interrupt
academic studies in the school in which he/she was enrolled consideted the interruption
as temporarty or permanent, or whether the student disengaged from the education
system, and if this were the case, if disengagement was temporary or permanent.

Tinto (2012a) has shown that the non-attendance of school (although the period is
difficult to determine) is stop-out, whereas dropout indicates leaving school permanently
(although the period is difficult to specify, even for the student). “Yet, stop-out behaviour
is impossible to measure, for there is no real agreement on the length of time a student
can be considered a stop-out before becoming a dropout’ (Habley, Bloom & Robbins,
2012, p. 5). Therefore, researchers need to distinguish between stop-out and dropout
(Tinto, 2012a), and to examine a student’s decision and underlying motives to assess
whether the interruption was dropout or disaffiliation.
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Another difficulty is that students may not be sure whether they want to abandon studies
in a specific career in a higher education centre or all careers in all centres. Additionally,
the student may not know the duration of the interruption. The lack of decision about this
issue prevents determining the type of disruption.

Two methodological approaches can be used to overcome these difficulties. One of them
is ignoring the reasons underlying students’ decisions, restricting the inquiry almost
exclusively to the analysis of data from the administrative records of higher education
centres. For instance, students who did not develop academic activities for a specified
period (this period is usually set by the researchers to 1 year) are considered to have
dropped out from this higher education centre. To determine whether it is disaffiliation,
then it is enough, albeit difficult, to verify whether, in this period (or a more extended
period, usually set to 2 years), students have not attended other centres of the same level
(in the same region or country). Note that this type of study is cumbersome because it
requires identifying the students who interrupted studies in higher education centres from
the administrative records of all the centres of the same level. Therefore, although there
are many empirical studies on dropout, and most of them are quantitative with a positivist
bias, with measurement of dropout rates, no studies have determined the disaffiliation
rates. In these cases, even when the relevance of conceptual boundaries is recognised,
these boundaries are ignored because of operational convenience. This fact corroborates
the study by Marcuse (2003): ‘Many of the most seriously troublesome concepts are being
“eliminated” by showing that no adequate account of them in terms of operations or
behaviour can be given’ (p. 15). Moreover, ‘operational concepts do not even suffice for
describing the facts. They only attain certain aspects and segments of facts which, if taken
for the whole, deprive the description of its objective, empirical character’ (p. 121). For
this reason, Marcuse concluded that ‘Many, and I think the determining, constitutive facts
remain outside the reach of the operational concept’ (p. 122).

The other methodological approach involves developing studies based on data from
school records and determining the reasons underlying dropout. These data can be
obtained using surveys, followed by statistical analysis. However, this approach does not
allow reliably identifying the underlying reasons (Acevedo, 2020; Gunuc & Kuzu, 2015),
differentiating between dropout and disaffiliation, or determining the duration of the
interruption.

These two approaches, especially the first, assume an unbiased perspective typical of efic
approaches usually adopted by educational sociologists (see Appendix 3).

There is a third option, very rare in the current literature, that although it considers the
utility of distant and dispassionate observation—ezic approaches—also stress the need,
relevance, and convenience of rigorous inquiry about the reasons for dropout reported by
students. For this purpose, speech production techniques—especially in-depth interviews
and discussion groups—are suitable because they most closely resemble an empathic
immersion in the scene—emic approach—and avoid the illusion of transparency of
speeches, which results in the operation of confusing the statement of a speech with the
real existence (or the veracity) of the values referred in the speech.
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Similarly, it is crucial to consider the source used to determine whether the student
decision was dropout or disaffiliation. Considering a primary source—the student’s
testimony—the identification of abandonment is not so difficult because it is related to
the time in which the student, according to his/her statement, decided to stop attending
classes before finishing the courses initiated in the higher education centre in which
he/she had enrolled or, in the case of having completed them, at the moment in which
he/she decided not to take the exams that would have allowed him/her to receive course
credits, or the time in which, having completed the courses and completed the exams,
decided not to enrol in other courses. The only difficulty is determining the date of the
dropout because the student does not know, or does not want to say.

In contrast, using a secondary source, e.g., data from school records, it is impossible to
determine the date of dropout because the information on the time the student decided to
stop attending the courses initiated in the centre in which he/she had enrolled, or not to
take the exams, or not to enrol in other courses, is not available. In these cases, it can be
considered that dropout occurred when the student performed no academic activities
(e.g., enrolment in a course or exam) for a specified period (e.g., 1 year). The date of
dropout corresponds to the time when the last academic activity (e.g., enrolment in a
course or exam) was registered, although it is likely that the decision to abandon studies
was made much later.

One of the main consequences of this approach is that dropout rates in a higher education
centre calculated using primary sources are different from those determined using
secondary sources. In this respect, some students who decided to drop out appear as active
in school records, whereas other students may consider themselves as still enrolled—that
is, they did not abandon studies—but will be excluded from school records or classified as
inactive students or deserters after a certain period without academic activities. Furthermore,
official dropout rates are unknown in Uruguay and other Latin-American countries
(Acevedo, 2020). In this respect, dropouts are not measured, perhaps because nobody
requests it, or school organisations comply with implicit institutional directives not to do
so. What is measured, in some cases, is the student persistence and the terminal efficiency,
perhaps because they are easier to measure.

The most relevant consequence of this argument is the assumption that disaffiliation is
more worrying—for the State, which must guarantee the education of all its citizens by
institutional mandate, as well as for the market and education systems, school
organisations and, in most cases, students who disengage rather than abandoning a career
or a higher education centre (Acevedo, 2014). However, dropouts constitute ‘a high-risk
event that involves most of the academic paths that culminate in disaffiliation’
(Fernandez, 2010) and is even a significant indicator of risk.

Another assumption relevant to the methodological approach and to the design and
implementation of policies is that disaffiliation as a research problem can only be
adequately analysed from the institutional perspective—the educational system—and not
from the organisational perspective—the higher education centre.
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Other conceptual boundaries: retention, persistence, student success

A brief analysis of the specialised literature on the abandonment of studies in higher
education reveals that in the last two decades there have been some relevant lexical and
semantic ‘slides’. Some studies addressed the lexical dimension rather than the semantic
dimension, for example promoting the slide from the word desertion towards the word
dropout. Other studies sought conceptual or semantic adaptations by using the word
retention—when it comes to the school perspective—or the word persistence—when it
comes to the student perspective—instead of desertion, dropout ot disaffiliation.

The focus changed when adopting a perspective based on retention. Retention is the
ability of a school institution to ensure that students graduate (Berger, Blanco & Lyons,
2012). The correct expression in this context is "tetention of the school institution";
however, for discursive convenience, the phrase "school retention" or "retention" will be
used in this text. On this basis, the European Higher Education Area (Espacio Europeo
de Educacién Superior) considered the retention rate as a relevant indicator of the quality
of higher education (Johnston, 2013), whereas the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) considered the dropout rate as one of the leading
indicators of university performance (Bricall, 2000; OECD, 2012).

Consequently, retention rates reflect the accountability of higher education centres to
funding agencies (Rodriguez Espinar, 2014) because low rates lead to a significant
reduction in economic income, which risks the financial stability of centres (Morrison &
Silverman, 2012), which in turn can be penalised by the government through cuts in
subsidies or funding. Also, for some social sectors, low retention rates evidence the waste
of invested money because the expected objectives are not achieved (Torenbeek, Jansen &
Hofman, 2010), including the need to have a highly trained workforce at the service of
capital in an increasingly competitive market (Morrison & Silverman, 2012; Rodriguez-
Goémez et al., 2015; Schuh & Gansemer-Topf, 2012; Seidman, 2012a). This instrumental
view of higher education occurs because knowledge and its competencies are perceived as
highly valuable and marketable commodities.

From this perspective, based on the dominant neoliberal ideology in most parts of the
world and an increasing trend towards the generalisation and internationalisation of higher
education, school dropout becomes a cause for concern in local and global economies.
That is how since the beginning of the twenty-first century, the retention rate has been
highly relevant for ranking universities (Johnston, 2013). Serra Hagedorn (2012) reported
that ‘The rankings serve as a prestige barometer and create an intense competition,
especially among top research universities. To establish the highest rankings, universities
can be somewhat creative in who is counted and who is not’ (p. 93). For this reason,
retention rates become ‘a source of prestige that can be converted into other kinds of
symbolic, material, and human resources—particularly in the competition for more and
better students’ (Berger, Blanco & Lyons, 2012, p. 10). In this way, retention policies
contribute to the successful completion of studies and provide greater prestige to
universities and, consequently, higher economic profitability. This approach promotes the
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development and consolidation of a university retention industry, which is considered a
promising business (Rodriguez Espinar, 2014).

Moreover, Tinto (2012a) found that persistence indicates the rate to which students who
began higher education remain enrolled for a given time, regardless of whether they attend
the same or another higher education centre. For this reason, the expression persistence
considers the student’s perspective. The indicators of retention and persistence are
different because they are related to phenomena associated with different units of analysis,
ie., retention is related to the centre, whereas persistence is related to students. Although
the goal of student persistence is graduation, persistence is not the opposite of dropout
(Cabrera, Pérez & Lopez, 2014; Tinto, 2012a).

The difference between school retention and persistence is not trivial (Tinto, 2012a)
because many students finish studies in higher education centres other than those in
which they had initially enrolled. In these cases, there is retention in the educational
system but not in the centre in which students initially enrolled. Note that this difference
is analogous to that between dropout—abandonment of studies in a higher education
centre—and disaffiliation—disengagement from the higher education system.

The words dropout and disaffiliation were changed to school retention—from the school
perspective, or persistence—from the student’s perspective, because of the conviction that
the use of the words dropout and disaffiliation entailed adjudicating to the student the sole
responsibility of deciding to abandon studies and its effects—blaming the victim—
ignoring the structural factors that might affect that decision (Castafio, Gallén, Gomez &
Viasquez, 2008; Diaz, 2007). This theoretical-conceptual framework favoured the use of
the expression student success (see Appendix 3)

However, in the perspective that predominates in current academic literature, researchers
tend to arrogate the power, perhaps inadvertently, to define student success based on their
unspoken opinions and not from students’ opinions. This socio-centric and adult-centred
(and/or academic-centred) position is consistent with attributing to education an
instrumental and pragmatic character typical of neoliberalism, which is the hegemonic
ideology in the current Western world. This attribution emphasises outcomes,
competencies, and performativity, which is in line with the concept of knowledge as a
commodity that is sold in the market—which needs to have utility and applicability (Ball,
2004)—and the quality of education is directly associated with quantitative indicators of
accountability (Zepke, 2011). These conceptions have detrimental effects and are
condensed in a discourse through which a political-economic form of power-knowledge is
constructed (Springer, 2018) and operates as a powerful technology of control (Suspitsyna,
2010).

Within the framework of this neoliberal view, in which student engagement is a proxy for
student success and educational quality (Kahu & Nelson, 2018), higher education centres
seek to make allegedly objective and unbiased measurements to define the educational
policies to be implemented and the resources to be applied. In this conception, centres are
perceived to be a sort of Taylorist model, in which the ouputs are compared with the
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inputs, and the complexities inherent to the processes—zhronghputs—are ignored. These
conceptualisations and the search for accountability promoted the assumption that
institutional effectiveness can be measured from school retention and graduation rates,
ignoring that these measurements are ‘a dramatic oversimplification of a very complex
process’ (Habley, Bloom & Robbins, 2012, p. 340).

Other methodological implications

It is worth highlighting the implications of the distinction between retention and
persistence. Perhaps the most critical and obvious implication is that average persistence
rates are higher than school retention rates (in the same way that average dropout rates are
higher than disaffiliation rates). Similarly, the inadequacy of school records allows
measuring retention (and dropout) more accurately than persistence (and disaffiliation).

Another important consequence is that it is challenging to measure persistence accurately
because this phenomenon is usually discontinuous: some students temporarily suspend
attendance at a higher education centre (stop-out), sometimes for an extended period.
After a period that is typically difficult to predict and determine, some students resume
academic activities in the same centre—discontinuous institutional retention—or in
another centre: discontinuous student persistence (Tinto, 2012a). Another factor is the
difficulty to determine whether abandonment is temporary (stop-out) or permanent

(dropout).

Furthermore, persistence and dropout are not opposite phenomena (Tinto, 2012a). In this
respect, a study conducted in Flanders, Belgium, has shown that the wrong choice of
higher education program by students is a critical predictor of not completing studies in
that program and that the right choice of the program is not a critical predictor of
finishing studies (Pinxten et al.,, 2015): ‘Knowing why students leave does not tell us—at
least not directly—what institutions can do to help students stay and succeed’ (Tinto,
2012b, p. 253). Habley, Bloom and Robbins (2012) reported that although students often
attribute their decision to abandon studies to health, personal, and economic problems,
the inverse is not necessarily true. That is, just because students are healthy, well adjusted,

and can afford to attend, those circumstances do not mean that they will continue to
enrol’ (p. 32).

This fact explains why the accurate measurement of dropout, which is temporary by
definition, does not allow determining persistence. Similarly, the identification of
persistent students at a specific point in time does not indicate that those who at that time
do not seem to be persistent have permanently abandoned studies. Therefore, at any given
time, it is possible to identify persistent students but not non-persistent students because
the latter may resume studies.

Furthermore, for more than a decade, the use of the term student success in the context of
higher education has increased in the specialised literature, especially in the Anglophone
academic community, and may replace the expressions schoo/ retention and persistence.
Nonetheless, the term student success is being adopted by renowned academic intellectuals,
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but not yet by higher education. Only when the centres orientate their institutional
policies towards student success, will they be able to provide high-quality academic
management, including adequate actions to increase the retention of those students who
wish to complete higher education. The mission of higher education centres is not
necessarily to ensure student retention but to promote student success—from the
students’ perspective—as much as possible (Tinto, 2012a; 2017).

Conclusions: The incommensurability of dropout rates

There is broad consensus that in all scientific research, there should be consistency of
theoretical approaches and references, and the thorough analysis of domains, variables,
indicators, the strength of empirical evidence, and adequacy of the adopted methods to
guarantee the coherence and validity of the results (Rodriguez Espinar, 2014). This
process starts with the correct conceptualisation and construction of the object of study.
In this respect, the object of study—dropout in higher education—is polysemic and
highly complex. The dropout rate per se does not adequately define the phenomenon
because there is not a unique definition of dropout. ‘The dropout rate ignores a set of
conditions that go beyond calculating the number of students who do not enrol in studies’
(Rodriguez Espinar, 2014, p. 50). This fact limits the analysis of dropout rates, and
restricts the concept of dropout to contextual interpretations (Rodriguez-Gémez et al.,
2015).

This framework ultimately leads to the adoption of the definition of dropout that is most
appropriate for theoretical, technical, political, and pragmatic interests of each researcher,
higher education centre, and country. More importantly, the definition of dropout that is
accepted is often the most easily measurable according to the available data and the
existing human, technical, and economic resources. We are thus in a field marked by a sort
of incommensurability (see Appendix 3).

The methodological implications of this approach are predictable. The conceptualisations
of dropout in higher education established by a researcher usually differ from those
established by another researcher, even if both terms refer to the same abstract concept:
dropout. Moreover, methods adopted in different scientific communities are not
sufficiently unified, standardised, or jointly accepted. For this reason, measurements are
different between studies, and the types of data generated and analysed are different,
which prevents ‘interpreting data unequivocally between and within countries, especially
when different sources are used’ (Rodriguez Espinar, 2014, p. 50).

Finally, the measurement of dropout (or school retention) is complex, context-dependent
(Serra Hagedorn, 2012), and requires thorough knowledge of the variables to be measured
and access to accurate institutional data collected systematically (Gairin et al., 2014). In
addition to the fact that official data are usually incomplete and not externally validated,
the regulatory bodies and institutional babitus (Thomas, 2002) of the entities that regulate
higher education usually make access to data with these attributes—if they exist—difficult
or unfeasible. The cost of information management systems run by universities also limits
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the public availability of data on indicators of dropout and retention (Rodriguez Espinar,
2014). In fact, “The implementation of a model is determined by technical elements:
variables and their measurement, sample representativeness, strategies adopted to obtain
evidence, and analytical techniques’ (Rodriguez Espinar, 2014, p. 64).

In conclusion, the researcher faces at least four barriers that hinder the proper
methodological analysis of dropout and persistence in higher education as objects of
study:

1. Absence of precise and sufficiently consensual definition of dropout and persistence in
higher education.

2. Measurement difficulties, which make researchers choose the definition that is most
easily measurable based on the available data, individual research interests, and the
current methodological strategies, rather than adopting a definition of dropout (or
persistence) that is more theoretically and conceptually consistent.

3. Access to school data may be limited, absent, ot unteliable.

4. The nature of the data and the absence of a unique definition of dropout and
persistence in higher education at the national and international levels limit generalising
this concept and/or comparing with data from other organisations.

To overcome these difficulties, in the earlier research discussed in this article's
Introduction section, we used a definition of dropout with the highest possible degree of
theoretical and conceptual consistency and adequacy to the specificities of the evaluated
higher education centres and their social and academic contexts. Data were obtained from
centres. The limited coverage and reliability of these data were overcome using a
methodological strategy that included producing primary data through direct consultation
with qualified informants and using census data, in-depth interviews, and discussion
groups. Owing to reasons that will not be discussed here because of space limitations,
these last two techniques provided the most reliable and relevant information, opinions,
and interpretations. It should be pointed out that the reliability and significance of the
discourses obtained using these two techniques can be more fully appreciated by
considering the argument made by Tinto (2012b) to clarify his theory on the vital role of
student’s social and academic integration in persistence: ‘For researchers, what matters are
not the abstractions we use such as academic or social integration, but how we define and
in turn measure the behaviours from which abstractions are drawn and the meanings
different people derive from those interactions’ (p. 253).

However, the explanatory factors of dropout in the higher education centres of Rivera do
not allow generalising or extrapolating the results to other territorial, social, and
institutional contexts. Similarly, other results, especially the dropout rates measured in
higher education, cannot be compared with those obtained in different territories and
educational institutions.
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Appendix 1

The 48 journals Q1 mentioned are the following; the position that each of them occupies in the
ranking of Scimago (2018) is included in parentheses:

Review of Educational Research (#1) Educational Measurement: Issues and Practice
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis (#79)

(#2) Review of Research in Education (#80)
Sociology of Education (#3) Journal of Educational and Behavioral Statistics
Educational Researcher (#4) (#81)

Education Finance and Policy (#6), Higher Education Research and Development
American Educational Research Journal (#8) (#94)

Journal of Education Policy (#15) Comparative Education Review (#101)
Educational Research Review (#16) Journal of Educational Administration (#103)
Journal of Research on Educational Oxford Review of Education (#115)

Effectiveness (#21) Quality in Higher Education (#124)

Harvard Educational Review (#25) Equity & Excellence in Education (#128)
Critical Studies in Education (#27) British Educational Research Journal (#129)
Economics of Education Review (#32) British Journal of Educational Studies (#154)
Studies in Science Education (#38) Journal of Educational Measurement (#168)
Journal of Higher Education (#40) Cambridge Journal of Education (#169)
Research in Higher Education (#43) Theory and Research in Social Education
Studies in Higher Education (#47) (#182)

Educational Policy (#56) Higher Education Quarterly (#194)

Higher Education (#57) Educational Research (#198)

Journal of Studies in International Education Australian Journal of Education (#213)

(#62) Journal of Higher Education Policy and
Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy and Management (#220)

Practice (#063) International Journal of Educational

American Journal of Education (#65) Development (#229)
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Review of Higher Education (#66) Survey Research Methods (#230)

Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education  International Journal of Qualitative Studies in
(#69) Education (#230)

School Effectiveness and School Improvement  Journal of College Student Development
#72) (#241)

British Journal of Sociology of Education (#75) European Educational Research Journal (#248)

Appendix 2

The 19 journals mentioned are the following. As in the previous case, the position that each of
them occupies in the ranking of Scimago (2018) is included in parentheses:

Revista de Investigacion Educativa (Q1, #160)  Perfiles Educativos (Q3, #563)

Comunicar (Q1, #193) Aula Abierta (Q3, #595)

Educacion XX1 (Q2, #318) Revista Mexicana de Investigacién Educativa

Estudios Sobre Educacion (Q2, #323) (Q3, #7106)

Revista Complutense de Educaciéon (Q2, #354) Revista Espafiola de Pedagogia (Q3, #777)

Revista Electrénica de Investigacion y Magis (Q4, #839), Revista de la Educacién
Evaluacién Educativa (Q2, #361) Superior (Q4, #848)

Revista Electrénica de Investigacion Educativa  Revista Iberoamericana de Educaciéon Superior
(Q2, #463) (Q4, #8506)

Formacién Universitaria (Q2, #519) Revista Electrénica Educare (Q4, #1080)

Bordon (Q3, #542) Publicaciones de la Facultad de Educacién y

Revista de Educacion (Q3, #557) Humanidades del Campus de Melilla (Q4,

#1194)
Appendix 3

Etic approaches

Etic approaches describe cultural facts in terms of the conceptual framework and
categories of the scientist — the observer’s perspective — while ewic approaches describe
them from the point of view of its bearers — the participant's perspective — (Harris,

1968).
The slide from dropout towards student success

The lexical and semantical ‘slides” from dropout and retention towards persistence, and
from persistence towards student success, is also present in the changes over time in the
titles of the publications considered references in this field. The most notable case is that
of Vincent Tinto. His first two high-impact books were titled ‘Dropout from higher
education’ (Tinto, 1975) and ‘Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student
attritio’ (Tinto, 1987), while his last book was titled ‘Completing college: Rethinking
institutional action’ (Tinto, 2012a) and the title of one of his last studies is ‘Moving from
theory to action: A model of institutional action for siudent success (Tinto, 2012b),
described in the influential book ‘College student retention: Formula for student success
(Seidman, 2012). Two other relevant books that address these ‘slides’ are ‘Increasing
persistence: Research-based strategies for college student success (Habley, Bloom & Robbins,
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2012) and “Student success in college’ (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt & Associates, 2010) (this
author's italicising in titles).

Observational incommensurability

In this work the concept of observational incommensurability is evaluated according to
the meaning attributed by Feyerabend (1981) to observational terms: “The meaning of a
term is not an intrinsic property of it but is dependent upon the way in which the term has
been incorporated into a theory’ (p. 68). Observational incommensurability occurs when
an object — given a single signifier — is analysed by two subjects, and each subject
attributes a different meaning, and the absence of mutual intelligibility limits the joint
analysis of both meanings. In these cases, the two subjects have to measure two different
objects, although their corresponding signifiers are phonetically identical.
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