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Reasons for dropping out of intermediate vocational 
education and training in Spain: the influence of 
sociodemographic characteristics and academic 
background
Antoni Cerdà-Navarro , Elena Quintana-Murci and Francesca Salvà-Mut

Department of Applied Pedagogy and Psychology of Education, University of the Balearic Islands, 
Palma, Spain

ABSTRACT
This article analyses the main reasons for dropping out of 
Spanish Intermediate Vocational Education (IVET) and the 
link to personal (sex, ethnicity, age), family (parents’ educa-
tional level) and financial sociodemographic characteristics, 
as well as academic background (repeating or expulsion). To 
do this, a cohort of IVET students was monitored over three 
years via three questionnaires presenting the results for stu-
dents who, over the monitoring period, dropped out without 
obtaining the corresponding qualification. The study was 
carried out in a Mediterranean region (Mallorca) with the 
highest levels of school dropout in Spain and an economy 
essentially centred on tourism. Results show that the most 
important reasons for dropping out are finding a job or 
wanting to find one, obtaining bad results and wanting to 
do other courses. The analysis highlights differences in rea-
sons for dropping out by sex, ethnicity, age, the perception of 
financial difficulties and previous academic background. The 
findings suggest that educational interventions aimed at 
reducing dropout at this level of education should take into 
account the heterogeneity of student profiles as well as the 
limitations of the quantitative perspective in analysing stu-
dents’ reasons for dropping out.

ARTICLE HISTORY 
Received 30 July 2021  
Accepted 25 February 2022 

KEYWORDS 
Vocational education and 
training; vocational guidance 
and counselling; early 
leaving from education and 
training; educational 
inequalities; transitions

Introduction

Early leaving from education and training

Tackling Early Leaving from Education and Training (ELET) is one of the main 
objectives of education, social and labour policies in the European Union (EU) 
due to the major repercussions it has, both individually and socially. ELET is one 
of the highest risk factors for inactivity, unemployment, job insecurity, poverty 
and social exclusion (Cedefop 2016a; Verd, Barranco, and Bolíbar 2019). Spain 
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has one of the highest ELET rates in the EU, sits at 17.3%, compared to 10.3% for 
the EU as a whole (EUROSTAT 2019a). However, the Spanish average does not 
represent the variability between regions. For example, in regions such as the 
Basque Country or Madrid, these rates are 6.7% and 11.9% respectively, while in 
the Balearic Islands (the region where this study was carried out) or Melilla the 
incidence is much higher, 24.2% and 24.1% (National Institute of Statistics [NIE] 
2019).

Furthermore, the educational attainment level of the Spanish population is 
strongly polarised characterised by a higher number of people with low quali-
fication levels (ISCED1 0–2: 32.3% v. 13.6% in the EU) and a lower number of 
individuals with intermediate studies in comparison with another European 
countries (ISCED 3–4: 23.4% v. 43.5% in the EU) (OECD 2019). The education 
level attained has a huge impact on youth school to work transitions and the 
characteristics of their future employment pathways. More specifically, youth 
with low levels of education show higher levels of unemployment and a greater 
incidence of job insecurity.

Although Spain has high levels of youth unemployment compared to the 
European average, standing at 24.7% in 2019 (11.2% in the EU), this rate is even 
higher among young people with low level of education: 34.3% ISCED 0–2, 25% 
ISCED 3–4 and 16.7% ISCED 5–8 (EUROSTAT 2019b). Moreover, a recent study 
carried out in Spain on youth educational and training transitions concludes 
that 58.1% of dropout students have a salary of less than 1000 euros, 67.7% 
work in the service sector and in low-skilled occupations and 48.4% have 
temporary jobs, being this precariousness more prevalent in the case of 
women (NIE 2020).

Vocational education and training as strategic field for intervention

In this scenario, many studies highlight the strategic importance of voca-
tional education and training (VET) to prevent ELET and reducing youth 
unemployment (Cedefop 2016a, 2020a; Marhuenda-Fluixá 2019; OECD 
2019). Nonetheless, despite efforts to bolster VET in Spain, vocational train-
ing is characterised by a low participation, stigmatisation and high dropout 
rates.

The Spanish VET system is organised in three levels: basic VET (BVET), inter-
mediate VET (IVET) and higher VET (HVET) (all levels with a duration of two 
academic years). BVET was established in Spain in 2014–2015 and is geared 
towards students who have not completed compulsory secondary education 
(ISCED 2) and are at risk of leaving education as a vocational option, in order to 
reduce ELET and to ensure youth permanence in the educational system. Those 
who attend BVET start this training at the age of 14 and, at the end, receive a VET 
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Level 1 credential which enables students to continue in IVET. However, IVET 
begins after the end of compulsory education (at the age of 16) and, once 
completed, allows access to higher VET.

Spanish students show a clear preference for academic over vocational 
studies: only 33% of students who passed post-compulsory secondary educa-
tion for the first time took vocational training, whilst the EU average stands at 
46.3% (OECD 2019). This preference may be caused by the still existing stigmas 
and prejudices about VET, seen as a second-class education option aimed at 
those with poor educational performance (Marhuenda-Fluixà et al. 2015; 
Martínez-Morales and Marhuenda-Fluixá 2020; Merino-Pareja 2013; Planas- 
Coll, Merino-Pareja, and Carabaña-Morales 2015; Ryan and Lőrinc 2018).

Moreover, there is increasing concern regarding the high dropout rates in 
Intermediate VET (IVET), thus nearly half of all students dropping out without 
obtaining the credential (Cedefop 2016a; Martínez-Morales and Marhuenda- 
Fluixá 2020; Ministry of Education and Vocational Training 2019). Recent studies, 
developed in the Balearic Islands, underline that 22.5% of IVET students thought 
about dropping out during the first three months of training; 29.7% dropped 
out during the first year, and 43.9% dropped out after three years (Cerdà- 
Navarro, Salvà-Mut, and Comas-Forgas 2019). Furthermore, the gross gradua-
tion rate for IVET is 22.7%, sitting well below the corresponding rate for higher 
secondary education of 55.4% (Ministry of Education and Vocational Training 
2019).

In spite of the strategic importance of VET in reducing ELET rates, there is a 
lack of studies focusing on analysing dropout at this stage of education 
(Cedefop 2016a; Cerdà-Navarro, Sureda-Negre, and Comas-Forgas 2017; Dore 
and Lüscher 2011; Echevarría-Samames and Martínez-Clares 2019; Elffers 2013; 
Elffers, Oort, and Karsten 2012; Grønborg 2013; Tanggaard 2013).

There is broad consensus among the research community on defining drop-
out as a complex and dynamic process of progressive educational disengage-
ment that involves individual, social, family, cultural, socioeconomic, and 
institutional factors (Elffers 2012; Masdonati, Lamanra, and Jordan 2010; 
Rumberger 2011; Salvà-Mut, Oliver-Trobat, and Comas-Forgas 2014).

On this matter, various studies, both in the field of vocational training and in 
secondary education, confirm the enormous heterogeneity of early leavers 
group and the circumstances leading to dropout (Cedefop 2016a; Cerdà- 
Navarro, Salvà-Mut, and Comas-Forgas 2019; Fortin et al. 2006: Janosz et al. 
2000). Moreover, various authors conclude that not all dropouts have a negative 
connotation as some of them can have a positive impact (Cerdà-Navarro, Salvà- 
Mut, and Comas-Forgas 2019).
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Reasons for dropping out in vocational education and training and factors 
influencing

Before starting the presentation of this section, it is necessary to underline that 
there is a great diversity and richness of vocational education and training 
systems in Europe. This diversity is given by factors such as the character of 
training (whether it is school-based or work-based), the specificity of pro-
grammes (broad field of study or occupations), and access to higher education 
and status (in terms of public opinion) (Cedefop 2020b) as well as the social, 
economic and labour market characteristics of each EU Member State.

However, in contrast with this heterogeneity, there is a certain consensus in 
the studies carried out in different European geographical contexts on the main 
factors influencing the reasons for dropping out of vocational education and 
training, which are described below.

Individual and family background influences
The existence of a heterogeneous student profile in Spanish VET in terms of age 
can lead to differences in the process and reasons for dropping out. For 
example, older students may be more motivated and value the training more 
than younger students (Cerdà-Navarro, Salvà-Mut, and Comas-Forgas 2019; 
Elffers 2012, 2013), although at the same time, they may have more distant 
relationships with teachers and peers, as well as more difficulties in combining 
studies with work and/or family responsibilities (Elffers 2012; Elffers, Oort, and 
Karsten 2012; Salvà-Mut, Cerdà-Navarro, and Sureda-Negre 2019).

In terms of gender, research showed that men are more likely to dropout than 
women, although there could be differences in the reasons for dropping out. In 
turn, one should not overlook that dropping out due to family responsibilities 
often affects women more (Cedefop 2016a; Tanggaard 2006), and some studies 
mention early pregnancy and motherhood as a major reason for dropping out 
(Dore and Lüscher 2011; Elffers 2012; Portis 2013); these elements would corro-
borate the persistent presence of traditional gender roles, especially amongst 
women with lower levels of education and/or previous ELET experiences (Ianelly 
and Duta 2018; Struffolino and Borgna 2020).

Socioeconomic status also tends to be lower amongst IVET students. Some 
studies suggest that students from families with lower qualifications place a 
lower value on education and would show lower confidence in their chances for 
academic success (Tarabini et al. 2019). In addition, a higher perception of 
financial problems may represent a huge emotional burden that would affect 
academic results and the reason for dropping out (Diamond 2007; Elffers 2012, 
2013; Taş et al. 2013). In fact, the difficulties in adjusting to group expectations 
(particularly financial) could also motivate some young people to choose the job 
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market or vocational pathways that provide job opportunities more quickly 
(Denis and Groisy 2002; Diamond 2007; Dore and Lüscher 2011; Layte 2017; 
Martín-Criado 1996). In this instance, the desire to join the labour market may be 
higher amongst students with greater financial difficulties who, more than 
viewing the job market as a liberation like students with low performance, see 
employment as a necessity. For example, one should not overlook that fact that 
immigrant students are often from families with a lower socioeconomic stand-
ing (lower qualification levels, worse jobs and income, etc.) and, consequently, 
may have greater financial difficulties and drop out more due to the need for 
immediate employment than native-born students or those who come from 
families with a higher socioeconomic status (Aguilar et al. 2018; Colding 2006; 
Miyar-Busto 2017). In this sense, Cerdà-Navarro et al. (2020) identify statistically 
significant differences between native and immigrant IVET students. Hence, the 
percentage of native students with quite a few or many financial difficulties is 
26.8%, while this percentage is 37.0% among immigrants. In turn, the percen-
tage of unemployed parents is 13.6% for natives and 23.4% for immigrants.

Educational experiences and school characteristics
Students who opt for vocational pathways tend to have poorer academic back-
grounds (lower educational performance, more repetitions and expulsions). 
With regard to disciplinary problems, certain studies underscore that dropping 
out is a prolonged process that starts with an educational disengagement, and 
that early signs of possible dropouts would be bad behaviour, expulsions or 
repeated absences (Archambault et al. 2009; Fernández-Enguita, Mena- 
Martínez, and Riviére-Gómez 2010; Mena-Martínez, Fernández-Enguita, and 
Riviére-Gómez 2010).

Several research point to the influence of grade repetition on dropout (Elffers 
2012, 2013; Puig 2015). For example, Cerdà-Navarro, Salvà-Mut, and Comas- 
Forgas 2019 reports statistically significant differences between IVET repeater 
and non-repeater students both in their intention to dropout and in the dropout 
rate. Among repeating students, the intention to dropout in the first year of the 
course is 25.7% and 16.6% in the case of non-repeating students. Moreover, 
40.2% of repeating students eventually drop out, while this percentage is 21.2% 
for non-repeating students.

In this sense, prior schooling experiences impact the success of post- 
transition students, both directly and indirectly, manifesting in their attitudes, 
behaviour and performance in the new institutional setting (Elffers 2012, 2013). 
Some students with prior discipline problems may come to IVET with more 
advanced disengagement from education and thus drop out due to lack of 
motivation and interest in the course or to considering the education system 
geared to their needs (Cerdà-Navarro et al. 2020; Nielsen and Tanggaard 2015; Yi 
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et al. 2015). These dropout reasons could be greater amongst male and/or 
immigrant students who tend to have more prior disciplinary issues (Cerdà- 
Navarro, Salvà-Mut, and Comas-Forgas 2019; Cerdà-Navarro et al. 2020).

Moreover, there are two elements that could lead to dropping out amongst 
students with low educational performance: firstly, the stigma of having failed and 
feeling less intelligent and capable (Cedefop 2016a; Nielsen 2016; Niittylahti, 
Annala, and Mäkinen 2019); and secondly, the possibility of joining the job market, 
which is often cited as one of the main reasons for dropping out of VET. Indeed, it is 
common for certain students with less-than-successful backgrounds to drop out 
when they reach the legal employment age, seeing it as a liberation and new 
opportunity (Cedefop. 2016b; Dore and Lüscher 2011; Fernández-Enguita, Mena- 
Martínez, and Riviere-Gómez 2010; Marín, Carmona, and Reche 2014; Petrongolo 
and San Segundo 2002; Serrano, Soler, and Hernández 2013). This reasoning for 
dropping out may be higher amongst repeat student, as well as amongst males 
and immigrants, since they tend to have a lower performance background from 
compulsory secondary education (Cedefop 2016a; Cerdà-Navarro et al. 2020; 
Fernández-Enguita, Mena-Martínez, and Riviere-Gómez 2010; OECD 2019; 
Ministry of Education and Vocational Training 2019; Schuller 2018).

Along these lines, the pathways’ diversification at the end of compulsory 
schooling has been analysed by many studies as a source of reproduction for 
educational and social inequalities that define profiles inherent to students in 
VET (Calero-Martínez 2008; Cedefop 2016a; García and Merino 2009; 
García-Gràcia et al. 2013; García-Gràcia and Sánchez-Gelabert 2020; Tarabini 
and Ingram 2018). Thus, a higher proportion of students on vocational pathways 
tends to be male, immigrants, older, with a lower socioeconomic status and 
poorer academic background (Cedefop 2016a; Diamond 2007; Fernández- 
Enguita, Mena-Martínez, and Riviere-Gómez 2010; Merino-Pareja, Martínez- 
García, and Valls 2020; Stromback 2010).

In this sense, the entryways to IVET may act in two ways. Firstly, as a 
segregation mechanism favouring ongoing stigmas about VET (Martínez- 
Morales and Marhuenda-Fluixá 2020; Ryan and Lőrinc 2018). Secondly, this 
selection bias would lead to certain sociodemographic factors traditionally 
associated with dropping out at other education levels having a lower weight 
when predicting the dropout in IVET. For example, there is a lower percentage 
of students from families with a high socioeconomic standing in IVET (Merino- 
Pareja, Martínez-García, and Valls 2020) and those that are, may have a lower 
performance and more discipline problems (Cedefop 2016a; Cerdà-Navarro, 
Salvà-Mut, and Comas-Forgas 2019; Elffers 2012).

In turn, one of the reasons specifically linked to dropping out of IVET is a lack 
of satisfaction with the chosen training. With regard to the reasons for choosing 
studies, both expressive (I like it) and instrumental (professional or academic 
usefulness) tend to reduce dropout (Cerdà-Navarro, Sureda-García, and Salvà- 
Mut 2020; Fernández-Enguita, Mena-Martínez, and Riviere-Gómez 2010; Mena- 
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Martínez, Fernández-Enguita, and Riviére-Gómez 2010; Merino-Pareja, Martínez- 
García, and Valls 2020; Navarro and Soler 2014), whilst training for professions 
not selected as a first choice, or where there is no emotional or instrumental 
connection, tends to raise dropout (Cedefop 2016a; Diamond 2007; Elffers, Oort, 
and Karsten 2012; Nielsen and Tanggaard 2015). In this instance, younger 
students may drop out due to reasons related to a wrong professional choice 
arising from a lack of guidance and information on programmes and profes-
sions, as well as difficulties in adapting to the transition from secondary to 
vocational education (Cedefop. 2016b; Cerdà-Navarro, Sureda-Negre, and 
Comas-Forgas 2017; Elffers 2012).

Labour market characteristics
The features of local labour markets and the available opportunities for young 
and/or unqualified workers are factors that may influence the dropout of VET 
(Cedefop 2016a; Fernández-Enguita, Mena-Martínez, and Riviere-Gómez 2010; 
Muñoz et al. 2009; Petrongolo and San Segundo 2002; Serrano, Soler, and 
Hernández 2013). In this sense, Spanish labour market, and particularly in tourist 
areas, has been characterised as being open to people with a low qualification 
level, acting as a pole of attraction for youth with low educational level and a 
lack of motivation to continue studying (Adame-Obrador and Salva-Mut 2010; 
Petrongolo and San Segundo 2002; Puig 2015). In this regard, another of the 
main reasons for dropping out of VET is to join the labour market or having 
already found paid employment (Cedefop 2016a; Dore and Lüscher 2011; 
Fernández-Enguita, Mena-Martínez, and Riviere-Gómez 2010; Serrano, Soler, 
and Hernández 2013; Taş et al. 2013) being identified by Spanish VET students 
as the main reason for dropping out (Cedefop 2016a).

In turn, if the labour market offers sub-optimal working conditions, with occupa-
tions (generally in the touristic sector) characterised by low pay, instability or long 
working hours, this may influence young people’s motivation towards these VET 
studies either by dropping out or by changing to another training option which can 
offer them better working conditions in the future (Cedefop 2016a).

Objective and hypothesis

Analysing the factors underlying dropout processes and reasons specifically in 
the Spanish IVET system is essential for educational intervention aimed at 
improving the VET system and adapting it to the specific needs of the diverse 
profile of students.

This article analyses the importance of reasons for dropping out of IVET in 
Spain, and specifically in the Balearic Islands, one of the regions with the highest 
incidence of ELET and with specific socio-economic characteristics such as an 
economy strongly based on tourism (Adame-Obrador and Salva-Mut 2010; Puig 
2015; Salvà-Mut, Cerdà-Navarro, and Sureda-Negre 2019). This analysis mainly 
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pursues two aims: firstly, to identify the main reasons why students drop out at 
this educational level and, secondly, to pinpoint the level of influence from 
personal (sex, ethnicity, age), family (parents’ level of education) and financial 
(perception of financial difficulties) sociodemographic characteristics, as well as 
students’ academic background (expulsion and repetition) in the processes, 
reasons and justifications for dropping out.

One important and specific feature of IVET in Spain is that, since it is a post- 
compulsory education stage, there are student profiles with different ages and 
diverse prior educational pathways.2 Thus, on the one hand, there are students 
with more or less linear pathways from compulsory secondary education and, 
on the other, youths and adults with previous non-linear pathways (ruptures 
and interruptions) who return to education for different reasons: either they are 
unemployed, have failed other courses or they want to make a career change. In 
these instances, students’ age and prior educational pathways could generate 
differences in the processes and motivations leading to dropping out or for 
justifying it (Cedefop 2016a; Cerdà-Navarro, Salvà-Mut, and Comas-Forgas 2019; 
Masdonati, Lamanra, and Jordan 2010).

Dropping out should be analysed in the context of the inherent and specific 
characteristics for IVET in Spain, as well as in relation to the heterogeneous 
profile of students (Cedefop 2016a; Cerdà-Navarro, Salvà-Mut, and Comas- 
Forgas 2019; Merino-Pareja, Martínez-García, and Valls 2020). In this sense, the 
analysis undertaken is based on the initial hypothesis that the diversity of 
profiles amongst IVET students in Spain influences and generates differences 
in the processes and motivations that lead to dropping out or in students 
justifying their leaving.

More specifically, on the basis of the heterogeneity of the student’s profiles 
and the research carried out on the reasons for dropping out of vocational 
training, we consider the following hypotheses:

● Personal variables such as age, gender and nationality will generate differ-
ent reasons for dropping out of IVET.

● Family variables such as parents’ level of education and economic difficul-
ties will generate different reasons for dropping out of IVET.

● Educational variables, such as expulsions and repetitions throughout com-
pulsory education, will generate different reasons for dropping out of IVET.

Material and methods

Data

The analysed data come from the Research & Development & Innovation 
project3 ‘Successful pathways and dropout rates in basic and intermediate 
vocational training’
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(REF. EDU2013-42,854-R), a longitudinal study aimed at monitoring (over 
three years) the training and employment pathways amongst a representative 
set of students from the first year on IVET in Balearic Islands – a Spanish region 
with one of the highest ELET rates.

The grants are aimed both at fostering the generation and significant 
advancement of scientific knowledge and research of proven quality and at 
advancing the search for solutions to society’s challenges.

Instrument

The monitoring was carried out through three questionnaires filled in over 
three successive years. The first was performed between two and three 
months after the start of the first year and mainly aimed to measure 
students’ attachment to their studies, collect sociodemographic informa-
tion on students and contact details to be able to continue the monitor-
ing process with the subsequent questionnaires. The second was run in 
the following year (when, theoretically, the students should have been 
starting their second year) and the third was filled in two years after 
starting the course (when, theoretically, the students should have finished 
the course).

Procedure

The first questionnaire was self-administered with participants from classes 
at the 21 centres that took part in the study. The second was administered 
through two different procedures: those who had continued studying 
filled it out in classrooms at their centres, whilst those who had dropped 
out were interviewed over the phone. The third was filled in by all 
individuals over the phone. Finally, it should be stated that the study 
was approved by the research ethics committee at the University of the 
Balearic Islands and performed with the prior informed consent of the 
families of minor students.

Sample and subsample

The initial study sample comprised 1,157 students, a representative sample 
of the total number of students who started in that year the first course of 
IVET in Majorca (3.204).,4 This represents a margin of error of ±2.3% con-
sidering p = q and a 95% confidence level. Of the 1,157 participants, 399 
(34.5%) dropped out of their course without obtaining the corresponding 
qualification.
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Of the 399 individuals who dropped out, 286 answered the questions regard-
ing the reasons for dropping out on the second and/or third questionnaire, 
whilst the remaining 113 could not be contacted. One should take into account 
that longitudinal studies often have high sample attrition and, here, students 
who drop out are more difficult to locate and reluctant to respond. In terms of 
the sample characteristics (n = 286): 38.1% were female, 22.4% non-native and 
the average age was 18.96 (mode = 17; median = 18; SD = 3.78); 74% repeated a 
year during compulsory secondary education and 33.5% were expelled; 49.2% 
of parents had, at the most, basic-level qualifications (ISCED 0–2), 25.6% inter-
mediate-level qualifications (ISCED 3–4) and 25.2% higher-level qualifications 
(ISCED 5–8).

Measurement and variables

Dropped out without qualification (yes/no)
The second and third questionnaire included a filter question on their 
status with regard to IVET studies. One of the possible answers was ‘I left 
without obtaining the corresponding qualification’. Those who selected this 
option had to respond to a question on 11 possible reasons for drop-
ping out.

Reasons for dropping out (important/not important)
The reasons for dropping out were defined on the basis of the Survey on 
Education-Training Transition and Labour Insertion carried out by the 
National Institute of Statistics (NIE 2005). This survey analysed dropouts in 
compulsory secondary education, and therefore we adapted some of these 
reasons to the characteristics of our study sample (Financial issues; I found 
a job; I wanted to do a different course; I was tired of studying; The course 
was hard; I got bad results; I didn’t like it and I wanted to find a job). 
Furthermore, we included the variable ‘Others’, where respondents could 
add reasons that in their experience were important. Some of these reasons 
were included as response options in the second questionnaire adminis-
tered (Health problems; I got expelled from the centre, Caring from family 
members).

As a result, the questionnaire offered 11 reasons for dropping out: 1) 
Financial issues; 2) Health problems; 3) Caring for family members; 4) I 
found a job; 5) I wanted to do a different course; 6) I was tired of studying; 
7) The course was hard; 8) I got bad results; 9) I didn’t like it; 10) I wanted to 
find a job; 11) I got expelled from the centre. For each of these reasons, the 
students had to provide the level of importance (Not at all important/Not 
important/Important/Very important). In order to aid analysis, the possible 
answers were put into two groups: Not important (including not at all 
important and not important) and Important (including important and very 
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important). In this sense, it is also a methodological decision that allows both 
the reduction of missing cases and the simplification of the results and their 
interpretation.

Grouping variables
In order to perform comparisons, seven grouping variables were used that 
came from the first questionnaire: a) Sex (Male/Female); b) Ethnicity (Native/ 
Foreigner); c) Age (15–17/18-19/+19); d) Highest educational level of par-
ents (Basic/Intermediate or Higher); e) Perception of financial difficulties 
(None or Occasional/Some or A lot); f) Repeating a year (Repeater/Non- 
repeater), and g) Expulsion (Expelled/Not expelled).

Data analysis

Firstly, the importance placed on the 11 reasons for dropping out and the main 
reason for the entire sample were analysed. This analysis was performed via 
frequency tables for the corresponding variables.

Secondly, the differences in the importance placed on the 11 reasons for 
dropping out were analysed according to personal (sex, ethnicity, age), 
family (parents’ educational level) and financial (perception of financial 
difficulties) sociodemographic variables, as well as academic background 
(expulsion and repetition). This analysis was performed via contingency 
tables where the chi-squares were calculated as a measure of association 
between variables and, finally, the typified residuals were also calculated as 
a measure of association between variable categories.

Results

The results of the research are presented in three sub-sections, analysing 
the level of influence of personal socio-demographic variables (sex, ethni-
city, age), family socio-demographic characteristics (parents’ level of educa-
tion) and financial (perception of financial difficulties), and the students’ 
academic background (expulsion and repetition) on the reasons for drop-
ping out.

Reasons for dropping out by sociodemographic factors (sex, ethnicity and 
age)

Table 1 indicates the importance placed on the 11 reasons for dropping 
out of IVET studies by sex, ethnicity and age for the entire sample.
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In terms of the influence of sex on the different reasons for dropping 
out by order of importance, they are: 1) I found a job (39.6%); 2) I wanted 
to find a job (38.9%); 3) I got bad results (38.9%); 4) I wanted to do a 
different course (37.7%); 5) The course was hard (24.2%); 6) I didn’t like the 
course (23.6%); 7) I was tired of studying (21.9%); 8) Financial issues 
(15.2%); 9) Health problems (10.1%); 10) Caring for family members 
(7.2%); 11) I got expelled from the centre (3.3%).

In terms of differences by sex, more women than men drop out due to 
‘Caring for family members’ (11.9% v. 4.2%) (p = 0.015), whilst more men 
than women drop out due to ‘I wanted to do a different course’ (43.7% v. 
28%) (p = 0.009), ‘I was tired of studying’ (26.6% v. 14.5%) (p = 0.017) and 
‘I got bad results’ (43.7% v. 31.2%) (p = 0.036). The remaining reasons 
show no statistically significant differences.

Regarding the differences due to ethnicity more foreign than native students 
drop out (23.4% v. 12.8%) due to ‘Financial issues’ (p = 0.038). The remaining 
reasons show no statistically significant differences.

Regarding differences by age, the youngest students (15–17) drop out 
due to ‘I wanted to do a different course’ (51.9% v. 31.4% and 21.8%) 
(p = 0.000) and ‘I didn’t like the course’ (34% v. 19.1% and 12.1%) 
(p = 0.003). Students aged over 19 drop out more than the rest due to 
‘Health problems’ (19.3% v. 7.9% and 6.9%) (p = 0.026) and ‘Caring for 
family members’ (19% v. 1% and 7%) (p = 0.000). Nonetheless, fewer than 
the rest drop out due to ‘I was tired of studying’ (8.6% v. 24.3% and 
26.3%) (p = 0.022) and ‘I got bad results’ (17.2% v. 44.8% and 44.0%) 
(p = 0.001). The chi-square could not be calculated for the ‘I got expelled’ 
reason as there were no instances amongst the over-19s. The remaining 
reasons show no statistically significant differences.

Reasons for dropping out by socioeconomic factors (parents’ educational 
level and financial difficulties)

In terms of the educational level of parents, no statistically significant 
differences are found in any of the analysed reasons for dropping out. 
(Table 2)

Regarding differences based on the perception of financial issues, significant 
differences are observed in dropping out due to ‘Financial issues’, which has a 
higher weight amongst students who report a higher perception of financial 
difficulties (23.8% v. 11%) (p = 0.005). The remaining reasons show no statistically 
significant differences.
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Reasons for dropping out by academic background (expulsion and 
repeating)

Regarding differences based on expulsion, students who have not been expelled 
(27.4%) show a higher drop-out rate due to ‘The course was hard’ than those 
who have been expelled (27.4% v. 16%) (p = 0.033). The remaining reasons show 
no statistically significant differences. (Table 3)

Regarding differences due to repetition, more repeat students than non- 
repeat students drop out due to ‘I found a job’ (44.1% v. 27.4%) (p = 0.0130). 
In turn, more non-repeat students than repeat students drop out due to ‘I didn’t 
like it’ (33.3% v. 19.7%) (p = 0.019). The remaining reasons show no statistically 
significant differences.

Table 3. Reasons for dropping out by academic background (expulsion and repeating).
EXPULSION REPEATING

Reasons for dropping 
out Expelled

Non- 
Expelled Total Repeater

Non- 
Repeater Total

Not 
Important

58.9%(a) 61.1%(a) 60.4% 55.9%(a) 72.6%(b)* 60.4%

I FOUND A JOB Important 41.1%(a) 38.9%(a) 39.6% 44.1%(a) 27.4%(b)* 39.6%
Total 90 185 275 202 73 275
Not 

Important
54.3%(a) 64.5%(a) 61.1% 58.1%(a) 69.4%(a) 61.1%

I WANTED TO FIND A 
JOB

Important 45.7%(a) 35.5%(a) 38.9% 41.9%(a) 30.6%(a) 38.9%

Total 92 183 275 203 72 275
Not 

Important
67.7%(a) 57.8%(a) 61.2% 62.4%(a) 56.2%(a) 60.8%

BAD RESULTS Important 32.3%(a) 42.2%(a) 38.8% 37.6%(a) 43.8%(a) 39.2%
Total 93 185 278 205 73 278
Not 

Important
62.6%(a) 61.6%(a) 62.0% 64.5%(a) 57.5%(a) 62.7%

DO A DIFFERENT 
COURSE

Important 37.4%(a) 38.4%(a) 38.0% 35.5%(a) 42.5%(a) 37.3%

Total 91 185 276 203 73 276
Not 

Important
84.0%(a) 72.6%(b)* 76.4% 78.3%(a) 68.5%(a) 75.7%

IT WAS HARD Important 16.0%(a) 27.4%(b)* 23.6% 21.7%(a) 31.5%(a) 24.3%
Total 94 186 280 207 73 280
Not 

Important
77.2%(a) 76.0%(a) 76.4% 80.3%(a) 66.7%(b)* 76.7%

I DIDN’T LIKE IT Important 22.8%(a) 24.0%(a) 23.6% 19.7%(a) 33.3%(b)* 23.3%
Total 92 183 275 203 72 275
Not 

Important
77.4%(a) 78.9%(a) 78.4% 79.1%(a) 76.4%(a) 78.4%

TIRED OF STUDYING Important 22.6%(a) 21.1%(a) 21.6% 20.9%(a) 23.6%(a) 21.6%
Total 93 185 278 206 72 278
Not 

Important
83.7%(a) 85.9%(a) 85.2% 83.4%(a) 87.5%(a) 84.5%

FINANCIAL ISSUES Important 16.3%(a) 14.1%(a) 14.8% 16.6%(a) 12.5%(a) 15.5%
Total 92 185 277 205 72 277
Not 

Important
91.1%(a) 89.6%(a) 90.1% 90.0%(a) 90.3%(a) 90.1%

HEALTH PROBLEMS Important 8.9%(a) 10.4%(a) 9.9% 10.0%(a) 9.7%(a) 9.9%

(Continued)
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Discussion

Firstly, and in line with prior literature, the presented results show that the most 
common reasons or justification for dropping out of IVET are having found 
employment or seeking employment, obtaining poor results and wanting to do 
a different course.

Secondly, the obtained results highlight differences in the reasons for drop-
ping out depending on different student characteristics such as sex, ethnicity, 
age, the perception of financial difficulties and academic background (expulsion 
and repetition).

By sex, the results show that women drop out more due to caring for family 
members (Cedefop 2016a; Tanggaard 2006). These results underline the argu-
ments from prior literature that highlight persistent traditional gender roles and 
their impact on educational and career pathways for women (Ianelly and Duta 
2018; Struffolino and Borgna 2020). In turn, it should be stated that this is a low- 
percentage reason, both globally (only 7.2%) and for women (11.9%), within the 
range of reasons analysed for dropping out.

Males drop out more due to wanting to do a different course, being tired of 
studying or having obtained bad results. On the one hand, the results point to 
an unsuitable choice of course not meeting prior expectations due to lack of 
professional guidance (Cedefop 2016a; Cerdà-Navarro, Sureda-Negre, and 
Comas-Forgas 2017; Elffers 2012). On the other, men tend to have poorer 
academic backgrounds and performance than women (OECD 2019; Ministry of 
Education and Vocational Training 2019), which leads to them dropping out 
more due to ‘being tired of studying’ and ‘obtaining bad results’ than women.

In terms of the influence of age, the observed results are particularly interest-
ing and should be interpreted bearing in mind that one of the specific feature of 
IVET in Spain is the co-existence of two student profiles: those who come from 
compulsory secondary education and those who are older and show previously 

Table 3. (Continued).
EXPULSION REPEATING

Reasons for dropping 
out Expelled

Non- 
Expelled Total Repeater

Non- 
Repeater Total

Total 90 183 273 201 72 273
Not 

Important
91.1%(a) 94.0%(a) 93.0% 91.5%(a) 97.2%(a) 93.0%

CARING FOR FAMILY Important 8.9%(a) 6.0%(a) 7.0% 8.5%(a) 2.8%(a) 7.0%
Total 90 182 272 200 72 272
Not 

Important
97.7%(a) 96.1%(a) 96.6% 97.0%(a) 95.7%(a) 96.6%

I WAS EXPELLED Important 2.3%(a) 3.9%(a) 3.4% 3.0%(a) 4.3%(a) 3.4%
Total 88 179 267 197 70 267

Note: The values in the same row and sub-table that do not share the same sub-index are significantly different in 
p < .05. * = p < .05. ** = p < .01.
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non-linear education pathways (repeaters or early school leavers) or are returning 
to training due to different reasons, including unemployment or a need for 
change. These two profiles present differences not only in their pathways but 
also in the reasons and constraints that have led to their current situation 
(Cedefop 2016a; Cerdà-Navarro, Salvà-Mut, and Comas-Forgas 2019.; 
García-Gràcia and Sánchez-Gelabert 2020; Masdonati, Lamanra, and Jordan 
2010). In this sense, younger students drop out more due to a desire to do a 
different course and not liking the course. These results point to problems of 
dissatisfaction with the chosen training arising from a greater lack of guidance on 
available programmes and professions amongst younger students (Cedefop. 
2016b; Elffers 2012) and the need to develop professional guidance and counsel-
ling programmes aimed at enhancing the vocational identity of these students 
(Keizer et al. 2020).

In turn, older students drop out more due to health issues and to look after 
family members, whilst having the lowest dropout rate due to being tired of 
studying or having got poor academic performance. These results not only 
suggest that older students would have clearer professional preferences but 
also that many of them may return to training with greater motivation; never-
theless, they would also have family responsibilities that could lead to them 
dropping out (Cerdà-Navarro, Salvà-Mut, and Comas-Forgas 2019; Elffers 2012, 
2013; Elffers, Oort, and Karsten 2012).

Financial issues are the most important reason for dropping out amongst 
immigrant students and for those reporting greater financial difficulties. In 
this sense, immigrant students tend to have parents with a lower socio-
economic status (level of education, income, etc.) and, consequently, may 
have greater financial difficulties than native students (Aguilar et al. 2018; 
Cerdà-Navarro et al. 2020; Colding 2006; Miyar-Busto 2017). Finding employ-
ment may be more of a need for this cohort than any pretext for drop-
ping out.

In terms of academic background, repeat students drop out more due to having 
found employment. These results suggest that students with poorer academic 
performance could see the job market as an opportunity or liberation offering 
them the chance to start afresh in a different setting (Cedefop. 2016b; Dore and 
Lüscher 2011; Fernández-Enguita, Mena-Martínez, and Riviere-Gómez 2010).

In turn, non-repeat students drop out more due to not liking the course, 
suggesting a poor professional choice and lack of guidance or that the course 
does not meet their prior expectations (Cedefop 2016a; Cerdà-Navarro, Sureda- 
Negre, and Comas-Forgas 2017; Elffers 2012).

In terms of bad behaviour, students who have not been expelled drop out 
more due to problems with the course. In this sense, the results point to there 
possibly being students who, although not having any discipline problems, 
could show lower academic performance which makes the transition process 
to VET more difficult (Cedefop 2016a; Sureda-Negre, and Comas-Forgas 2017; 
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Elffers 2012). In turn, they could also be dissatisfied students due to a course 
choice that does not match their profile; this points to problems from a lack of 
guidance and information regarding professions and programmes (Cedefop 
2016a; Sureda-Negre, and Comas-Forgas 2017).

Implications for practice

This article has argued that one of the characteristics of IVET in Spain is the 
heterogeneity of students. Moreover, the results have shown differences in the 
reasons for dropping out according to socio-demographic characteristics.

In this sense, from the practical implications perspective, the results obtained 
suggest that educational interventions aimed at reducing drop-out rates in IVET 
should take into account the profiles heterogeneity of students in this educa-
tional stage.

As this article has shown, those students with a higher number of grade 
repetitions and/or immigrant drop out more because they have found a job or 
for economic reasons. In accordance with these implications and those from 
previous research, important changes could be suggested in the Spanish educa-
tional system, both in compulsory secondary education and in VET. Related to 
compulsory secondary education, a more comprehensive education system 
adapted to the students’ diversity must be established, in order to avoid progres-
sive processes of school disengagement. On this point, the contributions of studies 
on student engagement should be taken into account, fostering a positive teacher- 
student relationship based on proximity, support, autonomy and developing a 
greater confidence in students’ abilities with negative previous educational experi-
ences (Elffers, Oort, and Karsten 2012; Cerdà -Navarro, Salvà-Mut, and Comas- 
Forgas 2019; Van Houtte and Van Maele 2012). Teaching methods must also be 
adapted in order to provide more practical learning experiences geared to the 
needs and interests of learners (Elffers 2013; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris 2004).

The promotion of a more inclusive and comprehensive education would also 
reduce the impact of diversification pathways at the end of compulsory sec-
ondary education on the reproduction of educational, economic and social 
disadvantages.

In addition, younger students, and especially males, drop out more due to a 
desire to do a different course or not liking the course. This result points to the 
need to develop educational and vocational guidance processes from an early 
age in order to support students in their academic and professional pathways 
construction (Keizer et al. 2020). Furthermore, this process must be combined 
with the development of a wide range of VET courses adapted to the specific 
needs of the labour market.
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The results obtained in this study also conclude that women and older 
students drop out of school to a greater extent for reasons related to caring 
for family members, which points to the need for greater development of 
equality and work-life balance policies that make possible to combine studies, 
family and, in some cases, work.

Finally, the specific Spanish contextual factors must be taken into considera-
tion, and therefore it is essential to develop education, social and labour policies 
that promote the interaction and interrelation between the education system 
and the labour market, as well as the reduction of precariousness and to ensure 
the balance between training, work and family responsibilities from a global 
approach.

Limitations and future research

The lack of empirical information and research on IVET in Spain adds a certain 
importance and relevance to the results in this article. Nevertheless, the research 
has limitations that should be borne in mind both when interpreting the results 
obtained and for undertaking future research.

One of the limitations of the article is the sample size and attrition rate. This 
problem is common in longitudinal studies that tend to see high sample 
attrition. Along these lines, of the 399 students who abandoned the study, 
only 286 provided responses, whilst 113 (28.3%) left during monitoring as 
they did not want to answer or could not be located outside the training centre. 
In this regard, one should take into account that it is precisely these individuals 
who dropped out that show the highest number of problems when it comes to 
maintaining the sample size during monitoring, since they are the most reluc-
tant to speak about experiences that did not go well.

In turn, the analysis of the reasons why students drop out of IVET is an essential 
strategic issue in order to reduce drop-out rates. Hence, future research on the topic 
needs to broaden the analysed drop-out reasons. For example, qualitative analysis 
carried out during fieldwork points to the possibility of including future reasons for 
dropping out associated with bad relationships or conflicts with both teachers and 
peers, as well as problems arising from the difficulty in combining school schedules 
with employment or family responsibilities.

The article states that the co-existence of different student profiles in IVET 
creates differences in the processes, reasons and justifications for dropping out. 
However, discerning between an actual factor or reason for dropping out and 
verbal justifications of it offered by individuals themselves is a complicated task 
to achieve with a quantitative approach. Often, there are sequences of reasons 
(chains of causes) that let apprentices to drop out from VET, or there are clusters 
of reasons. Further, the simple addition of reasons does not explain the phe-
nomenon and it must be taken into account that reasons might be interrelated. 
Despite this limitation, the analysis carried out here seem to be pertinent and 
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useful for future researches. In this sense, it is required that future researches 
analyse this question through qualitative methods. This should enable us to 
observe phenomena and processes which are difficult to uncover through a 
questionnaire. In this sense, qualitative methodology will allow for a better 
understanding of how students construct their discourses and justifications 
for dropping out (Becker 2008; Martín-Criado 2014).

Finally, and due to the strong implications of the results of this study on the 
configuration of current Spanish vocational education and training system, future 
research should include the main political actors and stakeholders with the aim of 
developing a strategy to improve the vocational training system in order to achieve 
the objectives and recommendations set by the European bodies (Cedefop 2020b).

Notes

1. The International Standard Classification of Education adopted by UNESCO (2012) as a 
standard framework used to categorise and report cross-nationally comparable educa-
tion statistics (ISCED-2012). The different levels are: ISCED 0 (Early Childhood Education); 
ISCED 1 (Primary Education), ISCED 2 (Lower Secondary Education), ISCED 3 (Upper 
Secondary Education), ISCED 4 (Post-secondary non-tertiary education); ISCED 5 (Short 
cycle tertiary education): ISCED 6 (Bachelor); ISCED 7 (Master) and ISCED 8 (Doctoral).

2. According to the Ministry of Education and Vocational Training (2019), 6.3% of IVET 
students in the 2017/2018 academic year were 16 or under, 16.6% were 17, 19.8% were 
18, 14.9% were 19 and 40.4% were 20 or older.

3. The R + D + i projects respond to a line of financing from the Ministry of Economy and 
Competitiveness of the Spanish Government, the Spanish National Research Council 
and the European Regional Development Fund aimed both at fostering the generation 
and significant advancement of scientific knowledge and research of proven quality 
and at advancing the search for solutions to society’s challenges.

4. The 80% of Balearic Islands’ population lives in the Island of Majorca (Balearic Islands 
Statistics Institute, 2019).
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