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Abstract

This article illuminates factors predicting students’ intention to leave upper second-
ary school. The research is anchored in an ecological theoretical perspective that
considers dropout as a multifaceted phenomenon that culminates in the decision to
leave school. Based on this, we have used a longitudinal research design to inves-
tigate to what extent factors related to students’ experiences predict their intention
to leave school early. The sample in this study comprises 1695 students from upper
secondary schools in the county of Trgndelag in Norway. We ran descriptive anal-
yses, correlations and hierarchical regression to analyse our data. In the stepwise
causal modelling, the independent variables were placed in the same order as the
hypotheses were formulated. This enabled us to test each of the independent vari-
ables to explain how much variance there was in the dependent variable (inten-
tion to leave) beyond those entered in the previous steps. The results show that the
students’ grades from elementary school, parental and teacher support and school
engagement in upper secondary school are important explanatory factors leading to
dropout. Loneliness at secondary school and students’ ability to cope with stressful
life events seem to be the two most important predictive factors in relation to the
students’ thoughts about leaving.
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1 Introduction

Dropout from upper secondary school is a prevalent problem in both North Ameri-
can and European countries. However, across the OECD countries, the share of
25-34 year olds that have not completed upper secondary school has decreased from
35% in 2000 to 29% in 2005, 26% in 2010 and 22% in 2016 (OECD 2017). Even so,
as more than one in five young adults do not complete upper secondary school, drop-
out is a considerable challenge in western societies. First, because of the prominent
national socio-economic consequences. In Norway, a report conducted on behalf
of the Ministry of Education and Research concluded that every 1% percent drop-
out costs the nation between NOK 540-880 million or approximately USD 73-119
million every year (Falch et al. 2009). Second, because leaving school has negative
consequences for the dropouts themselves. Compared to those who complete upper
secondary school, individuals who drop out will face a gloomy economic future as
they have poorer job prospects, are more likely to be welfare recipients and earn a
lower income than their more educated peers on average (Falch et al. 2010; Rum-
berger 2011). Furthermore, research indicates that dropouts also have more criminal
behaviour, and poorer mental and physical health (De Ridder et al. 2012; Rumberger
and Lamb 2003). As a result, dropouts apparently have a more difficult and shorter
life span compared with their more educated peers.

1.1 Upper secondary school in Norway

The compulsory elementary school in Norway consists of 10 years of education—
seven in primary school and three in lower secondary school. Upper secondary
school is not compulsory, but the publicly funded education provides adolescents
up to 21 years a statutory right. Almost 98% of the students who complete elemen-
tary school in 10th grade immediately enrol in upper secondary education (Statistics
Norway 2018). The students have to compete for a place in their preferred study pro-
gramme based on their grade point average from elementary school. Three choices
of study programme can be listed, and students are guaranteed admission to at least
one of these. The total number of available study programmes in 2018 is 13, five
in the general programme that lasts for 3 years and qualifies for higher education,
and eight in the vocational study programme. The vocational programmes last for
4 years, comprising 2 years in school and 2 years of apprenticeship. Students in
these programmes can also choose to leave the apprenticeship system and complete
a general academics course after their first 2 years of schooling, and following suc-
cessful completion, qualify for higher education.

The attainment of upper secondary school education is defined as successful
completion within 5 years. The number that do not finish upper secondary school
has fluctuated around 30% since 1994 (Holen et al. 2017; Markussen et al. 2011).
The last statistics show that among all of the students that started upper secondary
school in autumn 2012, 73% reached attainment (70% of the boys, and 80% of the
girls) (Statistics Norway 2018). Students in the general studies programmes com-
plete to a far greater extent (87%) than those who attend vocational studies (60%).
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The group of students defined as dropout is divided in three groups in the Norwe-
gian statistics. The first group of students consists of those who need more time to
finish their upper secondary education. If we increase the time interval to 10 years,
another 10% of the students will have successfully completed. The second group
consists of students that complete but receive failing grades in one or more of their
exams or vocational tests. The third group is students who choose to finish school
before they have successfully completed upper secondary education. Based on these
different group characteristics, it seems reasonable to consider dropout from upper
secondary school as a multifaceted phenomenon with partly different explanatory
mechanisms. In the following we will review the research literature on the factors
that most researchers seem to agree upon.

2 Review of factors predicting dropout from upper secondary school

The research in this article is anchored in an ecological understanding of human
development (Bronfenbrenner 1979; Steinberg and Morris 2001), and based on a
theoretical understanding of dropout as a process that culminates in the students’
decision to leave school (Rumberger 2011; Rumberger and Rotermund 2012). From
this perspective, the decision to leave school is the result of an interplay between
individual and institutional factors. Individual aspects are associated with the stu-
dents’ behaviour, emotions and cognitions. Institutional aspects are situated in three
major contexts—families, schools and communities, and the several key features
within them: composition, structure, resources and practices. These are appraised
as possible protective factors and/or risk factors that are crucial to gain insight in
order to understand the dropout process (Finn 1989; Tinto 1993). Here, we need to
study the phases prior to actually leaving school early. By mapping relevant factors
and finding effective measures to reduce them, it is possible to be proactive through
specific research-based interventions when approaching the problem.

2.1 Background and home environment

The student’s grades from elementary school have been interpreted as the single
most important variable in explaining dropout from upper secondary school (Casil-
las et al. 2012; Lamb et al. 2010). Norwegian students’ grade point average (GPA)
is calculated at the end of their elementary education by summing up the grades
(in scales from 1 to 6), dividing them by the number of grades, and multiplying by
10. Norwegian statistics (2018) show that 99% of the students with a GPA of 55 or
higher completed upper secondary school. In comparison, only 13% of the students
with a GPA of 25 or lower completed upper secondary school. Research controlled
for other factors also found that an increase in a GPA of 10 enhances the probability
of completing upper secondary school by almost 30% (Falch et al. 2010).

Both internationally (De Witte et al. 2013; Lamb et al. 2010), and in the Norwe-
gian context (Halvorsrud 2017; Markussen et al. 2011), research indicates that those
who succeed in completing upper secondary school have a higher socio-economic
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background compared with those who do not succeed. Low levels of parental edu-
cation, a low level of family income and living in a single-parent household are all
contextual factors that predict dropout from upper secondary school. Only 49% of
the students whose parents have lower secondary school as their highest educa-
tional level complete upper secondary school. In comparison, 88% of the students
whose parents have more than 4 years of higher education after lower secondary
school reached attainment (Statistics Norway 2018). Halvorsrud (2017) explains this
in light of a theory of social reproduction (Boudon 1974; Bourdieu and Passeron
1977), as he argues that the educational system favours values in the middle class
over those in the working class, and that the value of education is communicated dif-
ferently to children depending on their parents’ socio-economic position.

Related to family background, research on the significance of parental support
has shown that this is a factor that most scholars have agreed upon (Cooper et al.
2005; Englund et al. 2008). Parents’ involvement in learning activities at home like
helping with homework and communicating regularly seems important for students’
attainment (Hill and Tyson 2009; Jeynes 2012). In addition, parents have been iden-
tified as potential assets for promoting graduation due to their role as socializing
agents, resource providers and guidance across their children’s ecological systems
(Halvorsrud 2017; Zaff et al. 2017). Parental support seems crucial when it comes
to providing access to other key contexts including peers and spare time activities,
in addition to providing a safe, caring and stimulating home environment (Fall and
Roberts 2012; Rueger et al. 2010). In sum, the students’ background and home envi-
ronment seem crucial when it comes to understanding the dropout process. How-
ever, other research has demonstrated that the school environment is another impor-
tant predictor.

2.2 Engagement and school environment

The students’ school engagement is a central factor in current research on dropout
from upper secondary school (Archambault et al. 2009; Schernoff and Bempechat
2014). In their literature review, Fredricks et al. (2004) identified three different
dimensions of school engagement: behavioural, which draws on the idea of par-
ticipation and effort; emotional, that encompasses affective reactions to school and
influence willingness to do the work; and cognitive, that they define as “(...) flex-
ibility in problem solving, preference for hard work, and positive coping in the face
of failure” (p. 64). Even though these dimensions can be separated, the components
seem to be interrelated (Appleton et al. 2008; Wang and Holcombe 2010). Students
who report high levels in all three different types of school engagement are signifi-
cantly less likely to drop out of upper secondary school and more likely to succeed
academically (Stearns et al. 2007; Wang and Eccles 2012). Research has shown that
students’ experience of the goal orientation at school and support from teachers
and peers are important factors to understand the dropout process at it affects such
school engagement (Diseth and Samdal 2015; Wang and Eccles 2012).

The goal structure in the classroom is a key factor when it comes to predicting
dropout from upper secondary school (Patrick et al. 2011; Wang and Holcombe
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2010). In the prevailing literature (Ames 1992; Meece et al. 2006), goal struc-
ture is usually divided in two categories: performance oriented and mastery ori-
ented. In a performance goal structure, learning is predominantly perceived as a
means to achieve recognition of worth and extrinsic rewards. Tests and results are
emphasized, and success is indicated by outperforming others or surpassing nor-
mative standards. The evaluation is public and interpreted in terms of students’
relative performance. A mastery goal structure is by comparison more oriented
towards the students’ real learning and understanding. Success is considered by
evaluating effort and indicated by personal improvement.

Teacher support has also been found to be important. Both international and
Norwegian reviews conclude that students’ close and caring relationship with
teachers will prevent dropout (Cornelius-White 2007; Krane et al. 2016). In con-
trast, negative relationships between teachers and students have been found to
predict dropout from upper secondary school (Fortin et al. 2013; Lessard et al.
2014). The influence of having a supportive and respectful relationship with the
teachers, and the students’ ability to talk with teachers about both personal and
academic issues has a significant effect on their continued enrolment (Barile et al.
2012; Wang and Fredericks 2014). In addition to teacher support, social support
from peers and friends at school exerts a protective factor against the propensity
of dropping out (Terry 2008; Wood et al. 2017). Research findings suggest that
“being popular, having friends, and feeling part of the school community can be
strong mediating factors” (Frostad et al. 2014: 111).

The literature review indicates that dropout is a lengthy process that is charac-
terized by a gradual loss of school engagement. This process is affected by indi-
vidual factors, background and home environment and the social and academic
environment at the school. In this study, we used the students’ intention to leave
school as the dependent variable. The literature review yielded a set of predictors
and formed the basis for the development of the following hypotheses. The stu-
dents’ intentions to leave upper secondary school will be predicted by their:

1. ... gender, parental education level and academic achievement (Halvorsrud 2017,
Lamb et al. 2010)

2. ... experience of parental support (Cooper et al. 2005; Englund et al. 2008).

3. ... experience of teacher support and goal structure at the school (Krane et al.
2016; Patrick et al. 2011; Wang and Holcombe 2010)

4. ... school engagement (Archambault et al. 2009; Schernoft and Bempechat 2014)

5. ... experience of social participation (Frostad et al. 2014; Wood et al. 2017)

In the present study, the social dimensions surrounding the dropout-process
will be emphasized more extensively than previous research. These dimensions
are explored together with other known factors to scrutinize the relative signifi-
cance and impact on the students’ intentions to leave to a further degree than
other studies. In addition, most of the earlier studies are cross-sectional studies,
and our longitudinal study reports how the dropout-process evolves over time. In
the following our methods are explained more in depth.
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3 Methods

The sample for this study comprises 1695 students from upper secondary schools
in the county of Trgndelag in Norway and can be described as a convenience
sample (McQueen and Knussen 2006). Data were gathered at two different time
points, first in autumn 2015 when the students had just started their first year,
and second in the spring of 2017 when the students were at the end of their sec-
ond year of upper secondary school. In 2015 (T1), from the original sample of
2918 students, 2507 answered the questionnaire: a response rate of 86%. Of the
2918 students participating in T1, 1695 students also answered the questionnaire
in 2017 (T2), leaving the total response rate at 58%.

The participating students were informed in advance that participation in the
study was voluntary and that they were considered to have given their consent by
filling in the questionnaire. The data were collected with paper-based question-
naires and administrated by members of the research team according to the guide-
lines of the Norwegian Social Data Services. The Norwegian Data Inspectorate
approved the survey.

3.1 Instruments
3.1.1 Dependent variable

The dependent variable Intention to leave was measured with five statements
(Vallerand et al. 1992; Valas 1999). The statements address students’ thoughts
about losing interest and motivation for schoolwork and about leaving school.
Examples of these are “I often consider leaving this school”, “I am considering
leaving school and start working to earn money”. Students were invited to indi-
cate on a six-point scale ranging from “absolutely not true” (1) to “absolutely
true” (6) to what degree each of the five statements applied to them. After adding
the scores, we divided the sum by the number of statements, making the range of
the scale 1-6. The same procedure was used when we computed the independent
variable scales. In this study, the reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) of the scale was
.77 for the 2015 sample, and .80 for the 2017 sample.

3.1.2 Independent variables from hypothesis 1

Gender was measured by dividing between boys and girls. The scale parental
educational level was based on the PISA questionnaire regarding Mother’s high-
est education level (Lundetre 2011; OECD 2009). The scale was measured with
a five-point scale, with the lowest level being elementary school and the high-
est being more than 3 years of university education. Academic achievement was
measured as Grades (GPA) from register data with a range from 10 to 60.
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3.1.3 Independent variable from hypothesis 2

The scale for Parental support was constructed using six statements with a six-point
scale that expresses whether the students perceive their parents as being support-
ive. The statements are based on a scale developed by Malecki and Demary (2002).
Examples are: “My parents support me if [ have problems”, “My parents are inter-
ested in my schoolwork”. The range of the scale is 1-6, and the reliability of the
scale was .90 for the 2015 sample, and .91 for the 2017 sample.

3.1.4 Independent variables from hypothesis 3

The prevailing research literature discusses whether Teacher support should be
described as a multidimensional phenomenon or by a single underlying quality
(Downer et al. 2015). For instance, Pianta et al. (2010) suggest dividing the concept
in three: emotional support, academic support and classroom organization. In line
with this, we constructed two scales; one for emotional support and one for aca-
demic support from the teacher. Both the scales consisted of four statements with
a six-point scale based on Malecki and Demary (2002). Examples of statements: “I
feel that my teachers care about me”, “I feel that my teachers treat me in a friendly
manner” (emotional support), and “The teachers explain what I don’t understand”,
“My teachers continue to explain until I understand” (academic support). However,
a factor analysis showed a single factor structure. Based on this, we developed one
scale for teacher support based on all 8 statements. The scale has a range from 1-6
and the internal consistency was high, .91 (2015) and .93 (2017).

The measurement of goal structure was based on Midgley et al.’s (2000) opera-
tionalization of the concept. We divided this into two variables: Mastery oriented
and Performance oriented, with four statements for each scale. Examples of state-
ments: “What matters in our class is that we do the best that we can when working
with the subject matter”, “It is OK to make mistakes in class as long as you learn
from them” (mastery oriented). “The most important thing in our class is to get
good grades”, “The most important thing in our class is to perform well in school”
(performance oriented). The range from both the scales was 1-6 and reliability was
high for both scales: mastery oriented (.67 in 2015 and .70 in 2017), performance
oriented (.89 in 2015 and .87 in 2017).

3.1.5 Independent variables from hypothesis 4

The students’ school engagement was in line with Fredericks et al. (2004) operation-
alized and consisted of behavioural, emotional and cognitive dimensions.

School engagement connected to the behavioural dimensions was measured as
Effort in the school work with four statements. Three of the statements express that
the students are working hard with the subject matter, and one the opposite. The last
statement was turned before we made the scale. Examples of statements: “I work
well with the tasks we get at school”, “I’m paying attention during the lectures at
school”. The range of scale was 1-6, and the reliability was high with .79 both in
2015 and in 2017.

@ Springer



1266 J.A.Haugan et al.

Emotional school engagement was measured as Intrinsic motivation, with four state-
ments based on Deci and Ryan’s (1985) and Vallerand et al.’s (1992) scales. Examples
of statements: “I think it is fun to work with the subject matter”, “The subject matter at
school interests me”. The range of the scale was 1-6, and the internal consistency was
high with .86 in 2015 and .91 in 2017.

The cognitive school engagement was measured as the students’ Coping ability
when facing adversity in the school work. We based our measurement on Schroder and
Ollis’ (2013) Coping Competence Questionnaire. This instrument had originally 12
statements, and we used the 5 statements with the highest loadings from the factor anal-
ysis. All the statements are formulated negatively and were turned before we made the
scale. Examples of statements: “When I do not succeed right away, I think I will never
get it”, “When I perform poorly at school, I begin to doubt my abilities”. The range of
scale was 1-6, and the reliability was high with .87 both in 2015 and in 2017.

3.1.6 Independent variable from hypothesis 5

The students’ social participation can be measured in various ways as this may encom-
pass aspects such as peer acceptance or friendships in school. In this project, we are
measuring the students’ experience of Loneliness, as an indicator of their social par-
ticipation. Loneliness can be understood as the result of the discrepancy between one’s
desired and actual relationships (Frostad et al. 2015; Peplau and Perlman 1982). We
based our scale on the modified Norwegian version of the Loneliness and Social Dis-
satisfaction Questionnaire (Asher and Wheeler 1985; Valas 1999). The students were
asked to respond to five statements. Examples of statements: “I have no one to be
together with at school”, “I feel like an outsider in school”. In the same manner as with
the previously described sum score scales, the students were invited to indicate how far
each of these statements applied to them on a six-point Likert scale, ranging for “abso-
lutely not true” to “absolutely true”. The range of the scale was 1-6, and Cronbach’s
alpha for the scale was .83 in 2015 and .90 in 2017.

3.2 Analysis

To ensure the validity of the scales we initially ran exploratory factor analyses. This
was followed by a descriptive analysis of all the variables, before we finally placed the
set of predictors from the hypotheses in a hierarchical regression model (Wampold and
Freund 1987). In the stepwise causal modelling, the independent variables were placed
in the same order as the hypotheses are formulated. In this way we were able to test
how much of the variance in the dependent variable each of the independent variables
explained, beyond those entered in the previous steps.
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4 Results

The exploratory factor analysis was conducted by using Oblimin rotation and
consisted of 8 sum scales with a total of 40 statements (see Method for details).
The analysis gave a clear 8-factor structure where the statements loaded on the
expected latent variables. None of the claims had loadings over .30 on the unex-
pected variables. With the exception of one .53, .60 or higher. The 8 factors
explained 66% of the variance in the 40 statements in 2015, and 69% of the vari-
ance in 2017.

Tables 1 (2015) and 2 (2017) display the results of the bivariate correlations
between the described variables.

From Tables 1 and 2, we can see that all of the independent variables, except
Gender, have a significant correlation with the dependent variable for both of the
datasets. Mother’s educational level, Grades (GPA), Parental support, Teacher
support, Mastery oriented goal structure, Effort, Intrinsic motivation and Cop-
ing have a significant negative correlation with the dependent variable for both
sets. This implies that students with high values for these variables have low val-
ues on the Intention to leave variable. The students’ experience of a Performance
oriented goal structure in the classroom and Loneliness have positive correla-
tions with the dependent variable. High levels for these variables imply high lev-
els for the Intention to leave variable. Of all the positive and negative correla-
tions between the dependent and independent variables, Loneliness clearly has
the strongest connection, with .43 in 2015 and .51 in 2017.

As expected, we find several significant correlations between the independent
variables. The highest correlation is between Teacher support and Performance
oriented goal structure in the classroom. None of the correlations between the
independent variables are as high .80. This means that we do not have a problem
regarding multicollinearity (Field 2013).

Table 3 displays the share of explained variance in the dependent variable,
both in 2015 and 2017, for each of the steps in the regression analysis. The first
column tells what step/hypothesis that is included in the hierarchical regression
and the name of the predictor variables. The second and third columns describe
the adjusted R? for 2015 and 2017, respectively. This is a measure of goodness-
of-fit used in the linear regression models. The fourth and fifth columns describe
the standardized regression coefficients (Beta) that enable comparisons of vari-
ables that are measured in the different units (Hamilton 1992), for 2015 and 2017,
respectively.

Table 3 shows that the independent variables connected to the first hypothesis
explained 3.4% (2015) and 4.3% (2017) of the variance of the students’ Intention
to leave upper secondary school. In the second step we added Parental support.
This variable explained another 12.8% (2015) and 13.6% (2017) of the variance.
The variables connected to the third hypothesis contributed with another 7.1%
(2015) and 7.4% (2017) explained variance, and the variables connected to school
engagement in the fourth step explained 7.1% (2015) and 10% (2017) of the vari-
ance. At the end we see that the independent variable Loneliness explains 7.7%
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(2015) and 9.4% (2017) alone. With all the independent variables placed in the
model, we explain 38.1% (2015) and 44.7% (2017) of the variance in the stu-
dents’ Intentions to leave upper secondary school.

Table 3 also shows the standardized regression coefficients when all the variables
were added. These coefficients are the contribution of each of the independent vari-
ables, controlled for the contribution from the others. Because of this, we see that
the numbers depart from the bivariate correlations, and that some of the independent
variables no longer provide significant contributions when it comes to explain the
students’ intention to leave upper seconday school. As such, this analysis provides
a basis for determining which of the independent factors are relatively the most
important.

Furthermore, Table 3 shows that 8 of the 11 factors that were measured in 2015
provide significant contributions. Grades are important, but Parental support,
Intrinsic motivation and Coping seem to have a stronger impact. Also, 8 of the 11
factors also provide significant contributions in 2017. However, these are not the
same as in 2015. We see that Mother’s education level and the students experience
of a Mastery oriented goal structure no longer have a significant impact, and that
a Performance oriented goal structure and the students’ self-reported Effort from
2015 to 2017 evolves from not playing a major role to become significant predic-
tors for the students Intentions to leave school. Even so, the main finding is that it is
the experience of Loneliness among students is the strongest predictor, both in 2015
(.30) and in 2017 (.34).

5 Discussion

The research in this study sought to map factors that predict Norwegian students’
intentions to leave upper secondary school. In this article we have reported findings
connected to how the significance and impact of different factors changes during
the first 2 years of upper secondary school. Dropout has been studied as the final
culmination of a long process and in the project we illuminated factors on both the
individual and institutional levels.

It is important to underline and be aware of the fact that we have measured the
Intention to leave, and not the actual dropout decision. Although research suggests
that there are clear connections between intentions and actions in this area (Freeney
and O’Connell 2012), it will nevertheless be possible that students may choose to
stay in school even if they have strong wishes to leave. In his theory of planned
behaviour, Ajzen (1991) explains that several conditions determine whether the
intended action will be realized in actual action. First, the individual’s perception of
the consequences of the action will be important. Second, there is the individual’s
perception of the act itself. Furthermore, the perception of social norms will be sig-
nificant, and finally the individual’s locus of control connected to the actions will be
of great importance. This study does not provide grounds for drawing conclusions
regarding the causality between the independent variables and the intentions to leave
upper secondary school. Even still, the influence that has been found may provide
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grounds for reflection when it comes to the schools preventive work connected to
dropout.

Previous research (Halvorsrud 2017; Lamb et al. 2010), has shown that the aca-
demic performance (measured as grades (GPA)) from elementary school is the most
important factor when it comes to explain dropout from upper secondary school.
In line with this, we find that grades from elementary school have a considerable
impact. We regard this as an expected finding. As research shows that boys are leav-
ing upper seconday school to a much higher degree than girls (De Witte et al. 2013;
Markussen et al. 2011), it is more surprising that this factor does not seem to have
a significant impact when it comes to the students’ intentions to leave school in our
sample. However, when we dig deeper in the research literature, we see that the rela-
tively larger dropout proportion of boys compared to girls correlates to a high degree
with structural conditions at a later stage of the education (especially the transition
from school to apprenticeship in the vocational programmes) (Vogt 2008, 2017).
Statistics from the same region as we gathered the data from reveal that 4.3% of the
boys and 5.0% of the girls leave during the first year of upper secondary school. Our
study and registry data concerning actual dropout rates thus confirm that dropout
during the first year does not seem to have a gender dimension.

Another surprising finding is that mother’s educational level did not have a sig-
nificant impact on the students’ intention to leave. This is in distinct contrast to other
research findings (De Witte et al. 2013; Halvorsrud 2017). However, parental sup-
port did stand out as a factor that correlates negatively with the dependent variable.
It could be that mother’s educational level as a factor is affected by the effect of the
students’ perception of parental support. Based on this, it seems important that this
is being conveyed from the school to the parents, so that the preventive work against
dropout becomes a joint effort in the school-home collaboration.

All of the three school variables seem to be have a significant impact on the
dependent variable. Teacher support is especially a factor that is worth consider-
ing. This factor seems to be more significant and has more impact as the students
continue to attend upper secondary school. In our sample we did not find different
dimensions in this variable. This may be due to the way we measured it, but also due
to the fact that the students do not differentiate between different forms of support
from their teacher. Students may simply experience their teacher as either a support-
ive or a non-supportive person. However, theoretically it is interesting to distinguish
between emotional and professional support. We need additional research on this
matter to get more knowledge on exactly how the different types of support affect
the intentions to leave.

In addition to teacher support, we also found that the goal structure in the class-
room had an effect. The correlational analysis shows that students that to a lesser
extent perceive a mastery oriented goal structure lead to more pressing intentions
to leave compared to those who perceive that there is a performance oriented goal
structure. The same tendency is expressed in the hierarchical regression model, and
we see that the negative effect of a performance oriented goal structure is strength-
ened from the first year to the second year of upper secondary school. Based on
this, there may be reason to consider whether the strong emphasis on performance
and comparison that we find in schools today (Falch et al. 2016; Sjgberg 2015),
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stimulates teachers towards performance orientation to a greater degree than a
mastery orientation in their classrooms. If that is the case, the goal structure may
also affect the students’ school engagement, for example their intrinsic motivation
(Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2013), effort (Wolters 2004), sense of belonging (Walker
2012), and positive relationships with fellow students and teachers (Polychroni et al.
2012). These are all factors that may influence the students’ intentions to leave upper
secondary school.

We found that all of the three variables that were intended to measure the stu-
dents’ school engagement had a significant effect on the dependent variable. Effort,
intrinsic motivation and coping have a clear connection with the intention to leave in
the bivariate analysis. The hierarchical regression model indicates that these effects
are strengthened from the first to second years of upper secondary school. In the
final model from 2017 we see that it is the students’ coping competence that has the
strongest impact of the three. As far as we know, there has not been any research
on how students’ ability to cope with adversity can affect the dropout process. We
believe that this is a finding to note. Can the school do something to influence such
competence? We know that girls in this age group report considerable amounts
of mental health problems (Bor et al. 2014; Holen et al. 2017), and we need more
research to investigate whether this may be due to focusing on problems in favour of
problem-solving skills and the development of coping competence in this age group.

5.1 Limitations, future directions, and practical implications

The data in this project build on the students’ subjective perceptions of factors in
school. We can question whether this presents a valid description of what we have
labelled as institutional variables. We may have seen different results if we had
mapped the learning environment by describing structures, content and teaching
more descriptively. However, the intention of this project was based on the student
perspective. It is the students that perceive the school. The school structure and the
teachers’ intentions are not necessarily perceived equally by all, and it is the stu-
dents’ experience that ultimately will lead to whether they choose to stay or choose
to leave upper secondary school.

Our research supports the ideas behind interventions that focus on training teach-
ers how to support the emotional needs and educational aspirations of adolescents
(Fall and Roberts 2012; Zaff et al. 2017). In addition, we need interventions aimed
at impacting how the students are interacting with each other (Feinberg et al. 2007,
Sancassiani et al. 2015). Of all the investigated predictive factors in our study, we
found that loneliness both had the strongest correlation and explained most of the
variance in the regression model. This effect was even strengthened from 2015 to
2017. Loneliness has been proved to be an important explanation for the students’
intention to leave upper secondary school in other studies (Frostad et al. 2015;
Mjaavatn and Frostad 2014), and the validity of this finding is thus strengthened.
Fortunately, more attention has been paid to social relationships between students
in school, and the effects of socio-emotional learning in schools shows promising
results (Durlak et al. 2011; Taylor et al. 2017). Several intervention programmes are
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now being tested in Norway (Andersen 2016; Holen et al. 2012). The results from
the project reported in this article indicates that this is an important focus area in
efforts to reduce dropout from upper secondary school.

6 Conclusion

This longitudinal study has illuminated the relative impact of individual and insti-
tutional factors on the students’ decision to leave school. The sample was com-
prised of 1695 students from upper secondary school in the county of Trgndelag
in Norway. Our findings from the descriptive analysis, correlations and hierarchi-
cal regression shows that the students’ grades from elementary school, parental and
teacher support, school engagement and coping competence in upper secondary
school are important explanatory factors leading to dropout. Loneliness at secondary
school seems to be the most important predictive factor in relation to the students’
thoughts about leaving. This suggest that we need to scrutinize the social dimen-
sions surrounding the dropout-process more in depth to improve prevention efforts
in the future. Teachers, counsellors and the school as a whole should increase their
efforts to facilitate the development of support and relationships between peers as
this seems to be both a decisive protective factor and risk factor when it comes to
prevent dropout.
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