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Abstract: Social and academic integration variables have shown to be relevant for the under-
standing of university dropout. However, there is less evidence regarding the influence of these
variables on dropout intention, as well as predictive models that explain their relationships. Im-
provements in this topic become relevant considering that dropout intention stands as a useful
measure to anticipate and intervene on this phenomenon. The objective of the present study was to
evaluate a predictive model for the university dropout intention that considers the relationships
between social and academic variables, during the first university semester of 2020. The research
was carried out using a cross-sectional associative-predictive design, with a convenience sampling
(n=711) due the restrictions of pandemic period. The results showed a good fit of the proposed
hypothetical model that explains 38.7% of dropout intention. Both social support and perceived
social isolation predicted the sense of belonging, and through it, engagement. Previous academic
performance predicted early academic performance, and through it, engagement. The set of varia-
bles predicted the intention to quit, through engagement. These results are a contribution both to
the understanding of the phenomenon and to guide potential interventions in the early stages of
the university experience.

Keywords: dropout intention; perceived social isolation; perceived social support; engagement;
sense of belonging; higher education

1. Introduction

1.1. University dropout and dropout intention

University dropout in Latin America and the Caribbean is a critical problem with
rates that can reach 54%, and an approximate 22% of the population between 25 and 29
years old has abandoned their studies [1]. In this context, the first year of university is the
greatest concern because it produces a higher dropout rate in higher education, making
the educational process difficult at an early stage [2]. Chile is no exception, reaching
dropout rates of 26.4% at the higher education level and 23.1% at the university level
during the first year of studies [3]. The effects that this entails an impact at the individual
and family level, with repercussions on the life project and the family economy [4-5] at
the institutional level, impacting on quality and efficiency indicators and at the social
level, affecting social and economic development due to the decline in human capital [6].

In recent years, there has been an important interest in studying the dropout inten-
tion of university studies because it is a variable that can be measured early to anticipate
complete dropout. Its measurement in early stages, for example, during the first year,
would influence the decision of the students through strategies to support them to a
better social and academic integration in university. In addition, some research shows the
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importance of studying the perceptions of university students about their dropout in-
tention [7].

It has been observed that the variables that influence the social and academic inte-
gration of students are linked to dropout [8-11], and may also influence dropout intention
[12-15]. However, the research is still incipient, and it there is room for improvement in
the refinement of the differential importance of these variables, as well as the elaboration
of a theoretically coherent model that allows the prediction of their occurrence.

It is important to indicate that the COVID-19 pandemic has brought a series of im-
portant consequences for the development of university education, giving rise to a re-
mote or hybrid educational process, without the teachers and university systems having
been sufficiently prepared to face this rearrangement [16-18]. This has implied an accel-
erated adjustment of teachers in the necessary tools for remote education, a change in
teaching strategies and the updating of technological supports [19-20].

Mooney and Becker [21], carried out a study where they propose that the events
around COVID19 are a challenge for the sense of belonging of many students, mainly for
those entering the first year. In it, 50% of the students who participated reported that the
levels of stress and anxiety related to COVID were extremely challenging or very chal-
lenging. This study shows that COVID-19 affects to a greater extent the sense of belong-
ing in men and women who do not feel they belong, being statistically significant in men,
and this would be explained because virtual environments would not be able to replicate
the key facets of presence [22]. An additional explanation is that the sense of belonging,
and the physical space of the campus would be closely related [23], and that belonging
would increase with social interaction [24].

The characteristics of remote education in times of pandemic could introduce dif-
ferences in the influence that predictive variables have on dropout intention in the con-
text of a regular study. For example, students have had to adjust to the new educational
conditions with difficulties related to access and technological literacy, the adjustment of
the home to offer space, study and work conditions in very diverse socioeconomic back-
grounds (o contexts) among families [25].

In addition to all the above, today the educational process takes place in a context
different from the usual, marked by the lack of direct interpersonal contact, less possibil-
ity of teacher control of the student's activity and, therefore, the need for skills in the
students to be able to face their learning more autonomously.

1.2. Support and Perceived social isolation

There are different sources of support that can be provided by the community, by
social networks and trusted people. However, it tends to come more frequently from
people with whom you trust and share a greater degree of intimacy [26].

Research has shown that peer and teacher support influence the decision to drop out
of university [15,27]. This relationship is because the most immediate support that stu-
dents have during their studies is that of their significant teachers and their peers.

Perceived social support is defined as the evaluation made by the student regarding
the quantity and quality of social support available, if its use is necessary [28]. In this
way, it constitutes a subjective perception of the availability of the social network and the
satisfaction of personal needs through support [29].

Supports can fulfill both an expressive function with an end in itself (e.g. sharing a
problem or a moment of pleasure) and an instrumental function aimed at achieving a
specific objective or good (e.g. receiving education or information) [30]. This distinction is
relevant if we consider results observed in university dropouts, where social interaction
specifically was linked to support in academic work shows a more important effect [31].

In the current educational context, social variables can play a very important role
due to the confinement and forced social isolation in which university studies are. It is
possible that isolation has effects in different dimensions such as socio-emotional bal-
ance, which will be increased in students with pre-existing problems [32].
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Perceived social isolation is defined as the subjective evaluation regarding the
availability of contacts or social ties [33] to the extent necessary for each person.

The attributional discrepancy theory is important at this point, both for under-
standing perceived social support and social isolation. The subjective evaluation that the
students make of their social relationships varies according to their own standards [34].
In this way, the perception of support and social isolation considers the level of social
contact that people require and that can be very heterogeneous for each one. In other
words, students may perceive more or less support, isolation or social belonging with
respect to the available objective levels [28,33].

Both support and social isolation have shown their importance in university studies
due to their impact on social integration of students and the consequences of this on
mental health and the networks available to advance in academic activities [35-36], in
addition to being directly related to lower dropout rates [37]. Therefore, the greater the
social integration, the lower the probability of drop out, where social integration is being
affected by both social support and social isolation.

College students who do not make effective connections with their peers and pro-
fessors are likely to feel alienated and/or marginalized. When this situation is sustained
over time, it can become an incentive for dropout [35]. In addition, it has been observed
that social isolation can severely deteriorate the educational experience, being linked to
anxiety, depression, and stress [35] and disengagement with studies [38]. But having so-
cial support can act as a buffer for student stress and discomfort in difficult situations,
favoring conditions that allow a better approach and decision-making [39], which can act
as a protective factor against dropout intention.

It has been observed that the perceived social support and the interpersonal rela-
tionships that students establish with their peers, teachers and members of the university
campus are fundamental aspects to develop a sense of belonging [40-44], an aspect in-
versely related to the dropout intention. This is because social support and positive in-
teractions are essential for the development of a sense of belonging in university students
[40,45]. The support of peers and parents has also shown to influence the sense of be-
longing to the institution and has been linked to a greater institutional engagement [46].

Student's social integration with peers and teachers has shown to be a direct and
strong predictor of academic engagement and an indirect predictor of the intention to
stay or dropout [47]. The perception of support from teachers has been negatively related
to the dropout intention [48]. So, the greater the social integration, the greater the aca-
demic engagement and the less dropout intention.

A few studies have directly measured social isolation in college students during the
pandemic [49]. Regarding this specific scenario it has been observed that social isolation
influences the mental health of students [50-57].

Some studies during the current pandemic have observed similar results to those in
the regular educational context: social isolation in university students is related to mental
health effects such as stress, worries and insomnia [58,59].

Social integration variables have been one of the most studied in recent years,
among which, recently, social adaptation and the sense of belonging have become rele-
vant [27,60].

1.3. Sence of belonging

The sense of belonging is defined as the perception of membership or feeling part of
the educational organization (study program) in which they study [61]. Feeling belong-
ing to the career implies that the student feels valuable and respected in their own edu-
cational program [40,43-45,62-66]. It implies a perceived bond between the student and
others, which unites them to a group or community, even in difficult moments or in the
face of challenges [67], and the impulse that mobilizes them to create and maintain
meaningful and lasting interpersonal relationships [68].
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The model proposed in this study focuses on the sense of belonging to the study
program in which the students study. So, the kind of sense of belonging that is referred to
in this study is the sense of career belonging.

The sense of belonging arises because of the process of integration of a person in
their organization and, consequently, because of the levels of support or isolation per-
ceived by the students. When students connect with the formal academic, social, and
cultural learning environment of the academic community, they develop a sense of be-
longing that translates into a desire to stay and complete their educational goals [69].

Belonging students share cultural aspects of the organization and voluntarily par-
ticipate in the life and activities of the organization [70]. When there is a deep sense of
belonging, the student's self-definition can be connected to what defines the organiza-
tion, affecting their identity and behavior [71].

The social integration of students fosters a sense of belonging to the community, a
variable that has shown to be a predictor of permanence in university studies in a regular
educational context [46]. Therefore, when the student is socially integrated, it favors the
development of a sense of belonging.

On the other hand, when students do not feel valued and respected by others, or do
not feel that they belong to a social environment, they are more likely to drop out their
studies [72], being the sense of belonging to the career a significant predictor of the
dropout intention in university students [73].

The link between the sense of belonging and the dropout intention is due in part to
the fact that it strengthens the engagement of students. It has been observed that the
similarity and connection that students perceive with respect to their immediate aca-
demic community has been a predictor of engagement [74]. It has also been shown to be a
predictor of the exertion of committed behaviors such as respecting the rules or assuming
more functions than the mandatory ones [75].

The pandemic of COVID-19, poses various challenges for university students, in-
cluding adjusting to an online educational system while keeping their academic and
work duties and responsibilities up to date, adjusting to changes in terms and schedules,
and the lack of a space or physical context for interaction where they can share their
concerns and experiences with peers [76]. In a study carried out by Markel and Guo [22]
during the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic, they showed that, in virtual learning
environments, although remote technologies can contribute to inclusion, they also pose
additional barriers for students.

It has been observed that high levels in the sense of belonging in university students
contributes to increasing their levels of participation, being able to seek help in the face of
difficulties, feeling less alone, anxious or depressed, increasing the use of self-regulation
strategies and raises levels of academic self-confidence and motivation [64,66,77]. In ad-
dition, various investigations have observed that the sense of belonging turns out to be a
direct predictor of study engagement, dropout, and permanence in studies
[40,41,45,65,66,73,77-80].

1.4. Academic variables and university dropout intention

The relationship between academic performance and dropout has been reported
many times showing, in general, that performance is a significant predictor of college
dropout [2,9].

Academic performance is understood as the level of knowledge demonstrated in an
area or subject compared to the age norm and academic level [81]. However, in practical
terms, performance is usually measured from classroom assessments that do not neces-
sarily entail associated standardizations. Performance is commonly considered as the
level of achievement that a student obtains in their training process, expressed through a
numerical assessment [82]. Their relationship has been investigated and described as an
academic precedent for dropping out of studies where the score in the University Selec-
tion Test (PSU) has been the most used in the Chilean context [83,84].
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The theoretical relationship rose between previous performance and dropout lies in
the fact that previous performance reflects the academic abilities that students develop
before entering higher education, which influence the academic integration process [85].
In this way, the level of prior academic preparation of students would influence the
mastery of basic knowledge and skills necessary for current studies.

The relationship between academic performance during studies and dropout has
been less explored and could be important in the student's decision-making regarding
whether to remain or abandon ongoing studies.

For Bernardo et al. [86] academic performance during studies operates as an indi-
cator for the student about their degree of academic integration, which becomes a key
element in the decision to remain or abandon studies. In addition, there is research that
has shown its influence on student decision-making about permanence and the effect it
has on university dropout [87].

Early academic performance would operate as feedback on the effectiveness of the
efforts made to study and the ability to face a university career. In addition, it becomes
vital information to decide in terms of cost-benefit on the continuation of the studies [88].

1.5. Engagement and dropout intention

Different studies with university students have shown that the level of engagement
exhibited by students proves to be a strong significant predictor of dropout in university
students [13,73,89].

Engagement is understood as the set of manifestations of motivation with studies
[90] which have developed, over the last decades, theories that group this phenomenon
into three main dimensions [91]: the behavioral dimension, which would refer to all those
behaviors carried out by the student who is interested in learning; the cognitive dimen-
sion, which would refer to all those thoughts, beliefs and perceptions about the im-
portance of academic work and the effort that it entails; and the emotional dimension,
which includes the feelings and attitudes that the student experiences around the insti-
tution.

In this sense, the engagement proposal is based on the Theory of Self-determination
(TAD) [92]. This is understood as the set of manifestations of motivation for studies [90]
that arises from the satisfaction of the needs of competence, autonomy, and relationship
in the context of studies [90]. In the educational context, the need for autonomy is satis-
fied when the student feels that he or she makes choices and is motivated by intrinsic
rather than external factors. The need for competence is favored when the structure of the
class allows the desired results to be achieved. The need for relationship is satisfied when
the student establishes relationships with their teachers and peers based on support and
concern [90].

As for the relationship between engagement and dropout intention there is a much
smaller volume of research. Despite this, it has been observed that engagement is also a
strong significant predictor of dropout intention [93,94].

During 2020 and 2021, most of the published studies have shown that the current
educational context has generated damage in the motivation and participation of stu-
dents [20,95] and a decrease in their levels of engagement [96,97]. Some studies have at-
tributed this deficit to factors associated with mental health such as stress, worries and
insomnia during confinement, which affect the energy and vigor levels associated with
student engagement associated with the situation of social isolation and remote educa-
tion [58,59].

A predictive associative study during the pandemic with university students from
nine countries found that engagement was a positive predictor of performance and a
negative predictor of dropout intention [98]. Another study carried out during the pan-
demic with Chilean university students observed that the expectations about their level
of engagement and about their performance during the semester were shown to be pre-
dictors of their early dropout intention [19].
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All the variables previously described, considered dynamic variables since they are
potentially modifiable predictor variables, constitute a set of key factors to understand
the phenomenon of university dropout, as the evidence presented preliminarily has
shown. The variables included in this research represent two specific virtues: a) are var-
iables that can be influenced during university studies favoring potential interventions;
b) are variables that can be measured in very early stages of the educational process, and
therefore, favor a rapid response by universities in the face of risk situations.

The main objective of the present research was to evaluate a predictive model for the
university dropout intention that considers the relationships between previous and early
academic performance, sense of belonging to the career, support and perceived social
isolation in the career, and academic engagement during the first university semester of
2020. This study, therefore, has been developed during the start of the COVID-19 pan-
demic in Chile. The hypothetical model of relationships based on the theoretical and
empirical aspects previously raised is observed in Figure 1.

vious
Frevious + Early Academic

performance

performance

Perceived
Social
Isolation

Perceived
Social
Support

Dropout
intention

Figure 1. Hypothetical model for Dropout Intention.
2. Materials and Methods

2.1 Participants

The sample was made up of 711 first-semester students enrolled in 2020 from a
Chilean university, equivalent to 16.78% of the total population. It was distributed
among 285 men (40.09%), 422 women (59.35%) and 4 students who identified with an-
other preference (0.56%). The average age of the students was 18.8 years, with a standard
deviation of 1.7 years, a minimum of 17 years and a maximum of 33.

The students were recruited through the authorities of their respective careers; their
participation was voluntary and did not imply compensation of any kind.

The distribution of students according to the disciplinary area of their career and the
dropout percentage reported by the degree in which the student enrolled during 2020 is
shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Distribution of participants by career area and dropout rate.

Career area High dropout rate Medium drop- Low dropout Total
out rate rate

Legal, economic and administrative N=20 N=28 N=5 N=53

Agriculture and fo'restry technology N=21 N=17 N=48 N=86
and sciences

Social sciences and humanities N=64 N=57 N=46 N=167

Exact and natural sciences N=70 N=11 N=39 N=120

Technology and health sciences N=22 N=42 N=91 N=155

Engineering science and technology N=48 N=72 N=10 N=130

Total N=245 N=227 N=239
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2.2. Design

The current research was carried out using a cross-sectional associative-predictive
design. The selection of the participants was carried out using a non-probability con-
venience sampling due to the restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic for access
to the participants. All first-semester students enrolled in 2020, belonging to a Chilean
university, were invited to participate openly and voluntarily. The voluntary invitation
was made by email. The students read and accepted an informed consent approved by
the university's research ethics committee, which led them to the instrument in electronic
format. The data collection was carried out during May and June of the year 2020 to have
students who have had initial experience at the university and have their first qualifica-
tions.

2.3. Instruments

An electronic questionnaire was made from different instruments that have been
adapted to the Chilean context with recent evidence of validity and reliability for the
variables of this research. In those studies all the psychometric properties were tested
using Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA), the Cronbach's alpha index and the McDon-
ald's omega index.

The instrument consisted of 33 items whose response format was through a Lik-
ert-type scale of 1 to 7 points. It included:

- University Student Engagement Scale (15 items) created by Maroco et al. [89] and
adapted to Chilean university students [13]. This instrument measures engagement as
the result of high motivation for studies in the career context. The validation study
showed a bifactorial structure with one general factor and three subfactors: Interest (5
items), Effort (5 items) and Participation (5 items). In the adapted version the fit indices
showed good performance of the bifactorial model (x?=210.276, p<.001; RMSEA= .047
(95% IC: .040-.055; CFI=967; TLI=954) as well as reliability (a=.841; w=.843) and criterion
validity.

- Membership factor of the Organizational Identification Questionnaire with Study
Centers created by Yafiez et al. [99] and adapted to Chilean university students [100]. It
measures through 4 items the degree of belonging perceived of the students within the
career they are studying. The adapted version showed good fit indices for a one factor
structure (x?=3.126, p=.20; RMSEA=.028 (95% IC: .000-.085; CFI=999; TLI=999; RSMR=.005)
as well as reliability (a=.815; w=.834).

- Perceived social support items inspired by the measurement carried out in Chilean
university students in the FONDECYT project N°1161502, adapted to refer specifically to
the career level [101]. These 4 items measure the perception of having a reliable network
in the university context (by peers and professors) when it is needed. It showed good fit
indices for a one factor structure (x?=11.616, p=.003; RMSEA= .072 (95% IC: .041-.131;
CFI=997; TLI=992; RSMR=.011) as well as reliability (a=.798 w=.823).

- Perceived social isolation items based on the UCLA Loneliness Scale - revised ver-
sion [102] adapted to refer specifically to the career level. It measures through 4 items the
perception of lack of social relationships and meaningful ties in the university context
(with peers and professors). It showed good fit indices for a one factor structure
(x?=5.741, p=.056; RMSEA=.051 (95% IC: .000-.103; CFI=999; TLI=997; RSMR=.008) as well
as reliability (a=.800 w=.817).

- The dropout intentions were measured from 4 items taken from FONDECYT pro-
ject N°1161502 that have been previously used in the same population and that refer to
the student’s dropout intention of university [101]. It showed good fit indices for a one
factor structure (x2=9.732, p=.007; RMSEA= .074 (95% IC: .032-.123; CFI=999; TLI=996;
RSMR=.004) as well as reliability («=.834 w=.834).

- One item was considered to collect the prior academic performance, which is
measured through the simple average of grades obtained by the students in the national
university selection test called “Prueba de Seleccion Universitaria” (PSU).
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- Finally, one item was considered to collect early academic performance. It corre-
sponds to the simple average of grades obtained by the student in the middle of the first
academic semester (May-June 2020).

2.4. Analysis

The evaluation of the proposed model and the associated research hypotheses fol-
lowed the 3 phases proposed by Kline [103] for the evaluation of structural models:

- Specification of the evaluated model. The included variables and its relationships
were specified based on the literature review. The result was the hypothetical model
presented in figure 1 which consisted of 5 latent and 2 observed variables as principal
components of this research.

- Estimation by “Weighted Least Square Mean and Variance” (WLSMV). It allows
work with continuous and categorical variables at the same time [104]. In addition, it is
an estimator that works well with samples of moderate size and complex models [105].

- Evaluation of the model. Goodness of fit was calculated to evaluate the hypothet-
ical model. Based on these results and theoretical background decisions about
re-specified model were made. The reference values used to evaluate goodness of fit
were: significant x2, Decrease in the NCP value in the re-specified model, CFI and TLI >
.90, RMSEA < .08 [106], w>. 70, o> .70 [106,107]. - All analyzes were performed using the
statistical software MPLUS version 8.

3. Results

3.1. Preliminary analyses

Table 2 shows the means, standard deviations, skewness, kurtosis, minimum and
maximum value. All asymmetry and kurtosis values were less than 3, which show that
the structure of the data tends to approximate a univariate normal distribution except for
the dropout intention, which presents a kurtosis value slightly higher than this criterion.
The results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov normality test did not show statistically signifi-
cant differences in any of the variables evaluated. This result corroborates what was
previously found in the descriptive analysis presented. Thus, the data is assumed to have
a univariate normal distribution.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

Variable n Min Max Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis
Previous academic performance 711 200 809 623,56 71,12 -42 2,25
Early academic performance 711 30 70 57,43 6,85 -,70 ,26
Sense of belonging 711 4 28 19,99 5,04 -,60 -,19
Perceived social support 711 4 28 17,29 5,59 -32 -,50
Isolation 711 4 28 11,73 5,39 -,54 -,46
Study engagement 711 18 105 82,48 11,93 -,94 1,99
Dropout intentions 711 4 28 7,19 4,40 1,77 3,30

3.2. Research results

The evaluation of the proposed model showed an appropriate fit in all the fit indices
tested except for the x2 index, which turned out to be significant. However, it has been
observed that this indicator tends to be misaligned with large sizes [105]. Its correction
through the NCP ratio reaches a small value, an indicator of a good fit [106]. All these
values are shown in Table 3. It is important to add that the 2 criteria to obtain the mini-
mum required/desirable sample size proposed by Hair et al. [106] were considered: the
10x rule and the minimum r2. According to the above, it was observed that the recom-
mended, as well as the desirable, minimum sample size was 308.
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Table 3. Initial model Fit Indices.

Model v gl NCP CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR
2102,512; .068 IC 95%
Initial 1 o 4 2.27 931 924 .071
nitial mode p<.001 85 93 9 065-072] 0

The standardized beta values of the model show significant values in most of the
relationships proposed between the variables, except for the routes that include the direct
influence of perceived social support on study engagement (3 = .024, p> .05) and on
dropout intention (8 = -.030, p> .05). For the other relationships, the observed standard-
ized beta values were significant and fluctuated between moderate and strong values (3 =
217 3 =-.796, p <.01). The initial model is shown in Figure 2.

s (E2]3 FIEEE

Figure 2. Tested model for Dropout Intention. p value were all p<.001.

A re-specified model was evaluated without the relationships that showed not to be
significant, considering as a hypothesis that the effect of social support on the dropout
intention occurs through a double mediation given by the sense of belonging and aca-
demic engagement. The new model improved all the fit indices (Table 4) except for X2,
which turned out to be significant. However, the contrast in the NCP values showed a
better fit in the second model. The re-specified model and its values are shown in Figure
3 and Table 4 respectively. In this sense, the new model showed a better fit in all the in-
dicators and reflected 38.7% of the explanation for dropout intention.

Figure 3. Re-specified model for Dropout Intention. p value were all p<.001.

Table 4. Re-specified model Fit Indices.

Model e gl NCP CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR
Re-specified 1995,754; 486 2.12 .955 .950 .066 1C 95% 071
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model

p<.001

[.063-.069]

4. Discussion

The present research proposed a model based on social and academic integration
variables to explain university dropout intention in first-year students. The research is
based on two essential assumptions that are at the base of the hypothetical model pro-
posed. In first place, it was argued that the integration of a student in the social life of a
career is related to the sense of belonging, variable with a strong influence on the degree
of engagement that he or she manifests with their academic activities and with the hu-
man group that makes up the career, which influences the decision to stay or drop out of
their current university. Second, it has been proposed that academic performance can act
through the capacities developed to face academic life and as a source of information that
affects decision-making regarding staying or leaving studies.

To these assumptions, three key specifications are added, which this research aims
to provide evidence for. In the first place, the importance of specifying the measurement
of variables at the career level because it is the immediate context in which students op-
erate and the one that may have the greatest impact on their decisions during the educa-
tional process. The only exception to this condition was previous performance due to its
past nature. Second, the importance of considering variables that can be measured early
in the educational process was raised. This is due to the need to have relevant infor-
mation for the decision to drop out or remain in the studies that is possible to know
quickly and that allows decisions to be made before the abandonment is consumed.
Third, the need to work mainly with predictive variables that were potentially modifiable
(dynamic variables) was proposed to contribute to the knowledge that can be applied in
the improvement of institutional processes.

From these results it is possible to indicate the fulfillment of the objective of this
study. The results showed an adequate general model fit, with most of the hypothetical
relationships raised being significant with moderate to strong values. However, the
routes that include the direct influence of perceived social support on study engagement
and on dropout intention were not statistically significant, reason why it was decided to
re-specify the model. The new model showed a better fit in all the indicators and reflected
38.7% of the explanation for dropout intention.

From the re-specified model, it is possible to conclude that both the social [48] and
academic variables considered have a relevant influence on the dropout intention, reaf-
firming what has already been described in the preliminary research [73,98].

In the present model, the influence of the social and academic integration variables
predicts engagement, which acts as the main mediating variable of the model. The in-
fluence of social support and perceived social isolation, in turn, is mediated by the sense
of belonging to the career, a variable that exerts a strong influence on engagement. The
influence of previous academic performance on engagement is in turn predicted by early
academic performance.

The original model was proposed with an independent influence between social and
academic variables due to its measurement in the same time cut-off. It is not reasonable to
argue that current perceived social support, isolation and sense of belonging influenced
early performance that had already been achieved.

4.1. Academic variables and dropout intention

The results reaffirm what has already been observed in previous research. On the
one hand, previous academic performance is a predictor of early academic performance
[108]. However, the form of influence of previous academic performance on early one is
something that should be deepened in later research, since it is possible that it is indica-
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tive of the influence of previous learning and/or the previously developed sense of
self-efficacy on current learning.

On the other hand, early academic performance is a predictor of engagement as
observed in previous research [109,110]. At this point, it is possible that early academic
performance acts as an informative factor [86] that fuels student motivation for studies.

Neither of the two variables was shown to be a direct predictor of the dropout in-
tention, according to the original approach, with engagement being an important medi-
ator of its influence on the dropout intention. Thus, both types of performance only affect
the dropout intention by affecting this cognitive-motivational variable. However, it
seems important to understand that engagement is understood as the set of manifesta-
tions of motivation by studies [90] that include behavioral, cognitive and emotional di-
mensions [91]. This means that taking these dimensions into account is essential to un-
derstand the correlation between academic variables and the intention to remain in
higher education.

It is also important to note that academic performance may not have shown to be a
predictor of dropout intention due to the time the data was collected, since student
grades tend to change as they adapt to the new educational context, not ruling out that
this may influence later.

However, it is also important to understand that the current contingency due to the
COVID-19 pandemic has been able to influence the results of the research, considering
that early academic performance of students may have been modified considering the
online modality. In addition, this may have influenced the engagement of students to a
degree. Therefore, the interpretation of the results obtained must take into account the
current contingency in order to be able to replicate the data in detail in the future and in
different contexts.

4.2. Social variables and the dropout intention

The observed results suggest that the perceived social integration, given by the
perception of support and lack of isolation, affects the sense of belonging they perceive to
the human group that makes up their career. The sense of belonging, in turn, affects the
engagement experienced by students, mobilizing specific motivational components such
as interest, participation and effort linked to studies. In turn, experienced engagement is
strongly linked to early dropout intention. This chain of relationships shows the rele-
vance of social variables on the motivation of students and, through it, on their decisions
associated with the continuity of their studies, especially if the emotional dimension is
considered, as previously stated.

It is important to indicate that the measures carried out contemplate perceptions
about social integration, which highlights the importance of its evaluation in the measure
of individual needs, according to the approaches of the theory of attributional discrep-
ancy [34].

On the other hand, it is relevant to remember that, in this study, social variables
have been measured considering focus on relationships with peers and teachers, showing
the relationship between these and dropout intention, according to what was found in
previous research with Chilean students [13,19,29]. The results suggest the importance of
these relationships in the context of the career, highlighting their important influence on
dropout intention. This could help clarify the types of support and isolation relevant to
dropout intention.

Social support did not show to be a direct predictor of engagement as suggested in
the initial model. As mentioned, the results show that the influence of social variables is
explained by the presence of a sense of belonging. In this way, it is possible to observe
that the social support of peers and teachers can affect the engagement of students by
affecting how much they feel they belong to their career. At this point the theory of at-
tributional discrepancy becomes relevant again since, how much support and how much
belonging the students perceive and need is an idiosyncratic aspect of their experience.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202112.0054.v1

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 3 December 2021 d0i:10.20944/preprints202112.0054.v1

This finding is an important contribution given that most of the previous research estab-
lishes direct relationships between support and engagement [74,111,112].

Social support was also not shown to be a direct predictor of dropout intention. As
in the previous case, the observed mediations show that social variables influence be-
longing, and through this, engagement. This last variable once again plays a key role
since the set of social variables only affects dropout intention by affecting the motivation
of students. This finding also contributes to a deeper understanding considering that
preliminary research focused on the direct relationship of social support and the dropout
intention.

In the same way, the perceived social integration could have been modified taking
into account the COVID-19 pandemic. This perceived social integration, as well as the
sense of belonging to the institution, may have been diminished to the detriment of
face-to-face classes, a fact that will need to be taken into consideration for future research.
In addition, social isolation and the sense of loneliness have also been variables that have
suffered for variations due to this situation, as has been observed in studies such as that
of Zurlo et al. [113].

4.3. Applications of the results

On the one hand, the results contribute, in a certain way, to a better understanding
of the relationships between the variables that have been analyzed throughout the in-
vestigation, deepening and distinguishing the relative influence of the variables. In this
way, as has been discussed, new lines of research emerge and contribute to furthering the
understanding of the phenomenon.

On the other hand, they contribute to the identification of relevant variables for the
dropout intention and their relationships. As indicated, the variables included are sus-
ceptible to early detection (except for previous performance). This knowledge can con-
tribute to the development of preventive actions that contribute to the social and aca-
demic integration of the student body, to maintain and increase their engagement and to
reduce university dropout intention and therefore the consummate abandonment.

In order to prevent or alleviate the phenomenon of university dropout, some rec-
ommendations can be outlined, such as the implementation of actions that promote ad-
aptation in the university environment with programs such as reception days [114] or
programs to help the retention through the implementation of tutoring programs,
first-year seminars or the improvement of the use of technology to make teaching more
flexible and motivating for students, among others [115]. These and other measures could
improve social and academic adaptation of the student, which in turn will lead to greater
support mechanisms for not dropping out during the first year (one of the academic
years in which the risk of dropping out increases). In addition, the improvement of the
use of new technologies since the beginning of higher education, will allow accessibility
and better understanding of the use of Information and Communication Technologies to
all those who are studying in online or hybrid mode as a consequence of the COVID-19
pandemic.

4.4. Limitations

This research has some limitations. On the one hand this sample, although it repre-
sents a significant amount of the population, is limited to a single educational institution,
which limits the possibilities of extrapolating the results to different contexts. For this
reason, the results contribute to suggest the indicated relationships and the proposed
explanations so that they are deepened in later research. However, in future research we
will consider to deepen the analysis, incorporating a complete mediation model to ana-
lyze the mediations produced between the academic and social variables of the model,
engagement and the intention to drop out.

On the other hand, this model does not consider other variables that could be im-
portant, such as self-efficacy perceived by the students. This variable could properly ex-
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plain the relationship between performance and engagement. According to De Besa et al.
[116], the more perceived self-efficacy increases, that is, the more aware the individual is
that they have their own abilities to carry out any action, the more their expectations of
results increase. Therefore, future research should take these limitations into account to
be able to propose a more adjusted model according to the results obtained in the present
research. We also consider it relevant to retest the model in normal contexts, without
covid-19.

Considering that the instruments used are self-report, this can generate simulation
biases, social desirability in the responses or scalar errors. In addition, there are limita-
tions inherent to the research design, since as it is transversal, a sample is taken from a
specific moment, not allowing causal relationships to be established.
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