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Abstract

Background and aims: Our research is a part of a complex dropout research, whose main aim is to
examine the time changes, social and regional inequalities, and constitutional differentiation of
student dropout, appearing on a large scale and causing individual and institutional loss. As a part
of this, the aim of our research on one hand is to identify the training fields and training levels with
high dropout risk, furthermore to draw the patterns of dropout based on the available country-
wide data. Methods: We analyzed the database of the Hungarian Higher Education Informational
System for our research, especially considering the students starting their training, based on final
exam. We examined the most important features of advancements in studies, furthermore the
occurring recoils. Considering our data, the measure of dropout remarkable differs based on the
training fields and schedule, training, finances and some demographically background variable as
well, taking the measure of dropout and its reasons into account. During our analysis,
we separated three main types of the dropout’s reasons: financial reasons, study inefficiency,
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and dropout caused by other reasons. Results: In this study, we examine these types and their
characteristics in three different training levels: Bachelor degree programs, undivided, long-cycle
Master courses, and short-cycle higher education vocational training. Discussion: Almost one third
of the students end up joining the group of dropout in all kind of training type, especially critical
period is from the second to the fifth semester. The most endangered are males, correspondent
students, fee-paying students, participants of higher education vocational training, furthermore
the students of science and students of IT fields.

Keywords: dropout, risk factor, protecting factor, higher education

Introduction

Nowadays, higher education attracts more and more people and can witness several
inner changes as a consequence of entering the mass (in certain countries even
universal) higher education phase (Benjamin, 2015; Kozma, 2004; Shavit, Arum,
Gamoran, & Menahem, 2007; Trow, 1974). From these, we should emphasize the
increase of institutional and student diversity, which is not only shown in the
compound of students, but also in the nature of different higher educational pathways
(Fehervari, 2013). Since the 1970’s, more research have dealt with the problematic of
student dropout attempting to identify the characteristics and expound the factors of it,
using different theoretical models as well to describe the phenomenon (e.g., Bean &
Metzner, 1985; Bocsi et al., 2018; Pusztai, 2018; Spady, 1971; Stiburek, Vlk, & SŠvec,
2017; Szemerszki, 2018; Tinto, 1975, 1987). The intermission, suspension, or delay of
higher education studies is also a problem in European countries as a report’s summary
of the European Union has recently shown this (Vossensteyn et al., 2015). In the
publication, showing OECD educational indicator (e.g., Education at a Glance; OECD,
2013, 2016) appears the graduation rate often as an indicator, to which the dropout
index number is not exactly its subsidiary; however, it gives a good approach to the
statistical review of the phenomenon and the presentation of each country’s situation.
The problem can also be approached through the social inequalities (Altbach, 2010;
Arato & Varga, 2018; Alexeevna, Savitovna, & Grigor’evich, 2017; Cegledi, 2017;
Polonyi, 2018; Vukasovic & Sarrico, 2010). The international literature uses different
concepts over the access to higher education, also the access to degrees (Goastellec,
2010), and the help of non-traditional groups to get a degree become important at the
meetings of the European Higher Education Area (Szell, 2016). The aim of our research
is the exploration of the dropout rate in different training levels and different training
fields based on national data, further to draw the patterns of dropout based on the
available countrywide statistical data collected. The dropout is always in conjunction
with the termination of student legal status; however, the termination or intermission
of the legal status does not mean dropout. In case, the student legal status is terminated
before getting the predegree certificate, we speak about dropout (Act CCIV of 2011).
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Methods

Our research is part of a larger one, whose aim is to examine the social and regional
inequalities of student dropout, seeking for causes of individual and institutional loss. As a
part of this complex research, our research has a fundamental nature, which means that
we concentrate on identifying the training fields and training levels with high dropout risk
in order to give a picture of the patterns of dropout based on the available countrywide
data. Further researches are suitable for exploring the problem in more details. In our
research, we analyzed the data of Hungarian Higher Education Informational System
[Felsooktatasi Informacios Rendszer (FIR)]. FIR is an electronic registry, which contains
the progression and higher education data of all the students participating in Hungarian
higher education (for details, see Szemerszki, 2018) from their first registry to the end of
their study. In our research, the basic population is the students in Bachelor degree
programs and undivided courses, starting their higher education studies in 2010 in
full-time or correspondent training. In case of short-cycle higher education vocational
training, we examined the students, who started their studies in 2014, taking into
consideration that this form of training went through significant changes in 2013. Not
only did it change by the name (earlier higher-level vocational training), but the number of
institutions was also decreased. Nowadays, only higher educational institutions can start
these types of trainings. Both basic multitudes of the database contain the educational
data of students until the second semester of the school year 2016/2017; thus, in case of
students starting in 2010, we can follow the higher education life journey through 14
semesters, and in case of higher education vocational training students entering in 2014,
we can see it through six semesters. This means that theoretically in all of the examined
trainings, the student could get at the end of the training time; moreover, the increased
number of semesters, because of disability, can be taken into consideration in most cases.
Accordingly, during the dropout examination, it was an important aspect that the
examined interval must be longer than the given major’s training time, because in this
way we can get a rather reliable picture about the closed studies and the dropout. During
the training, the student has the opportunity to postpone; however, the coherent pausing
of semesters, in basic cases, cannot exceed two semesters, albeit there are some legal
exceptions. The closed trainings are always signed in FIR system and the reason of the
closure is also recorded. Thus, the ongoing trainings can be identified and also the
successfully graduated or the group of dropout.

Among the starters of 2010, we selected the Bachelor degree program and undivided
course full-time and correspondent trainings and among the starters of 2014, we selected
the newly entering students of higher education vocational training. Fee-paying and state-
funded students were both represented in our database; however, we did not examine the
evening course students and distant-learning course students.
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Results

At first, we shortly represent some characteristics of the students of the three training
levels (Table 1). Considering the gender distribution, the highest rate of female students
(63.2%) is in the higher education vocational training, whereas the lowest rate of female
participation (54.1%) is in the Bachelor degree program (although the gender distribution
is still exceeded in the given age group). About 58.1% of the undivided courses are female
students. The type of settlement, where the students come from, influences that where the
training takes place among the inner layering of higher education. The rise, pointing from
the undivided course through the Bachelor degree program until the higher education
vocational training, fits the rise of the size of settlements. Students from municipalities/
villages are highly overrepresented in higher education vocational training (30.6%); they
are represented closely to the average rate in Bachelor-level program (24.6%); however,
in the undivided course, they appear in the lowest rate (19.9%). Students from the capital
city or county towns are in inverse ratio among the three different types of training: they
appear in the highest rate in the undivided course and the lowest in higher education
vocational training. The outstanding ratio of foreign students in the undivided courses is
related to the high level of trainings in foreign languages, especially in the Faculties of
Medicine. We can find dormitory students in almost the same rate both in Bachelor degree
programs and higher education vocational training. The lowest rate of boarders is among
the participants of undivided courses, which can be in connection with the fact that the
students of these trainings come from the county towns and the capital city in the
highest rate, where higher education can be reached locally. The most common to pay fee
during the whole length of the training is among the students of undivided courses
(34.5%); simultaneously, here is the least common that students are transferred from
state-funded training to fee-paying training. In the highest rate, the students of higher
education vocational training are on state-funded training for the whole length of the
training (64.9%).

Advancement and recoil in studies

In the followings, we introduce the advancements of the starters of 2010 in Bachelor degree
program and undivided course, and the starters of 2014 in higher education vocational
training (Figure 1). The length of training and the entrance year differ in the three different
training fields, which obviously makes harder the comparison. Still, it excels from the data
that one third of the fresh students in all three training fields join the group of dropout; the
training changers are represented in lower rate, while the others have finished or they are
still learning. The latter is rather characteristic to the starters of higher education vocational
training and the students of undivided courses, which is understandable, because the
students of these courses in most cases are barely 2 years over the theoretical courses.
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The data also show that 29% of students starting their studies in Bachelor degree
program, 35% in undivided course, and 31% in higher education vocational training had
at least one passive semester during the examined time. This is important because it
affects the length of the training and – as we will see it later – the dropout.

The reason of dropout can be slightly reconstructed from this database, albeit during data
capture, we can choose from numerous factors as the reason of the closure of training.
Between there are reasons, the student did not continue the training because of financial
problems (back-pay in training and declining fee-paying studies in case of reclassification),
in other cases, we may assume study reasons (not fulfilling training duties, unsuccessful
correction exam, transgression of the allowed number of correction, and repeating exams).
The data show that the study reasons are more frequent than the financial ones. The
suspension because of financial reason is more common at the beginning of the training, and
part-time students and fee-paying students are more involved.

In case of dropout because of study reasons, the attendees of mechanical, IT, and natural
science studies are overrepresented, and partially in connection with this, the males. The
critical period, considering this point of view, is from the second until the fifth semester.
However, in case of more than half of the dropout students, none of these two reasons can
be identified, which necessarily put us on guard considering the classification. Accord-
ingly, the groups of dropout students will be further introduced all in one.

In case of all training fields, women are more purposeful: they left in higher rate their
training, started in 2010 (in case of higher education vocational training 2014), with

Figure 1. Students’ higher educational status spring 2017 (%). Starting date of trainings in case of Bachelor degree
program and undivided course 2010 autumn, in case of higher education vocational training 2014 autumn
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predegree certificate or diploma until spring of 2017 (Figure 2). Considering the dropout,
males are more endangered in all training fields. It is especially true in the higher
education vocational training (43.8%), where the gender gap is the most outstanding
(above 20% point) considering graduation. Women are highly displayed of dropout
(30.9%) or of overrunning (14.9%) in undivided courses.

In full-time Bachelor degree program, starting in 2010, 62% of students got a
predegree certificate or a diploma until the spring of 2017 (Figure 3). In case of
full-time undivided course, the same ratio is 54.5% and in case of higher education
vocational training (starting at 2014) is 53%. The correspondent students are more
endangered of dropout in all three trainings than full-time students. The part-time
students of undivided courses are dropped behind (56%) compared to the fellow full-
time students, taking part in similar trainings (the gap here is almost 25% point
considering the dropout).

In the distribution of training fields, it can be seen that in case of Bachelor degree
programs, the dropout is the highest in IT fields, almost half of the students (48.1%) do
not get a degree. In addition, in the field of religion (47.3%) and science (44.3%), the
dropout rate is also really high. The lowest dropout rate can be seen in the fields of art
(14.3%), teacher training (16.6%), and civil services (19.6%). If we observe the undivided
courses, we can find training fields, where almost half of the students do not finish their
studies or dropout for some reason. The most endangered students are studying in
agricultural fields (49%), but not-finishing students are also high in medical and health

Figure 2. Students’ higher educational status spring 2017 in distribution of training levels and gender (%). Starting date of
trainings in case of Bachelor degree program and undivided course 2010 autumn, in case of higher education vocational
training 2014 autumn
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Figure 3. Students’ higher educational status spring 2017 in distribution of training levels and schedule (%). Starting date
of trainings in case of Bachelor degree program and undivided course 2010 autumn, in case of higher education vocational
training 2014 autumn

Figure 4. Students’ higher educational status spring 2017 in distribution of training levels and fields (B: BA/BSc; Undiv:
undivided courses) (%). Starting date of training in case of Bachelor degree program and undivided course is 2010 autumn
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sciences (35.9%) and in law (35.9%). On the contrary, the Bachelor degree programs and
undivided courses, it is clearly shown that students in the arts in Bachelor degree
programs (83.1%) or in undivided courses (86.3%) and students of BA program in law
(74.4%) finish their studies in the highest rate, so they are the least endangered of
dropout (Figure 4).

In the background of dropout – Risk and protecting factors

Finally, we tried to examine the background factors, appearing in the database, com-
pressed into one model in case of BA/BSc dropouts (Table 2). We chose this training,
because the 14 semester period gave us the opportunity to examine a relatively definite
status. To do this, we used a binary logistic regression model, where the dependent
variable was that whether the student had a dropout during the training and the
independent variables we featured were the sex of student, the type of habitation, field
of training, schedule, form of finances, and if they were boarders or they had a passive

Table 2. Risk and protecting factors in dropout (BA/BSc programs)

p Exp (B)

Female (ref: male) .000 0.600

Passivized during the first two semesters: yes (ref: no) .000 9.737

Part-time students (ref: full-time) .000 1.324

Fee-paying (ref: state-funded) .000 1.478

Boarder (ref: no) .000 0.649

Field of studies: civil services (ref: agrarian) .000 0.392

Field of studies: humanities (ref: agrarian) .094 0.909

Field of studies: economic sciences (ref: agrarian) .000 0.812

Field of studies: religion (ref: agrarian) .000 1.779

Field of studies: IT (ref: agrarian) .000 2.236

Field of studies: law (ref: agrarian) .000 0.492

Field of studies: technology (ref: agrarian) .000 1.277

Field of studies: arts and arts management (ref: agrarian) .010 0.780

Field of studies: medical and health sciences (ref: agrarian) .014 1.194

Field of studies: teacher training (ref: agrarian) .000 0.499

Field of studies: sport science (ref: agrarian) .008 0.794

Field of studies: social sciences (ref: agrarian) .000 0.704

Field of studies: natural sciences (ref: agrarian) .000 2.460

Constant .000 0.329
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semester during the first year of study. Applying the Forward Wald model, the type of
habitation was ignored. The final data show that students who had passivized semester
during the first year have greater chance for dropout; besides, this it can be also clearly seen
that certain fields (IT, sciences, and religious studies) have twice the chance for dropout
than in the agrarian Bachelor degree program chosen to be the reference group. We can
read out from the data that the fact that somebody is a boarder decreases the chance of
dropout, while the fee-paying and part-time training increases the chance almost one and a
half times. Males have greater risk than women, which can be partially explained with the
characteristics of the training field.

Summary

Almost one third of the students end up to join the group of dropout in all kinds of training
type. Between the reasons of dropout study reasons come into prominence, especially
critical period is from the second to the fifth semester. The most endangered are males,
correspondent students, fee-paying students, participants of higher education vocational
training, further the students of science and students of IT fields. Living in a dormitory
appeared as a protecting factor. The database offers more opportunities to research
dropout patterns (e.g., regional and institutional characteristics and higher educational
paths of disadvantaged students).

Our practical advice is to initiate the institution of a relieved semester, which is a middle
ground between the postponed and a full semester. It may give the students the
opportunity the cut their fee expenses in case of financial problems, or it makes possible
to “consume” only one half of their state funded semesters in such situations, when they
university studies may be in danger. The students achieve less credits during the relieved
semester, prolonging the whole training time, although securing an assured completion.
This solution gives no additional material or personal burden, only with some adminis-
trative tasks.
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