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ABSTRACT

Based on interviews with undergraduate students who dropped out of courses at the Federal
University of Minas Gerais (UFMG), this article assesses, from a sociological perspective, how
these students’ socioeconomic characteristics influenced the processes and reasons for their
course dropouts. By grouping the students according to their socioeconomic characteristics, we
identified that social background shapes the motivations for dropping out differently. Students
from higher social backgrounds dropped out due to changes in academic or professional
preferences, and interpret the process more positively, while students from intermediate
and lower social backgrounds left their courses due to academic or financial difficulties, and
experienced the process more negatively, in some cases interpreting it as a failure. The results
indicate that, under the same dropout indicator, there are clearly disparate motivations, which
are connected to social background.

Keywords: Educational Inequalities. Higher Education Dropout. Dropout.

RESUMO

Baseando-se em entrevistas com universitarios que evadiram de cursos da Universidade Federal
de Minas Gerais (UFMG), investigamos, de uma perspectiva sociolégica, como suas caracteristicas
socioecondmicas influenciaram os processos e as razdes da saida de seus cursos. Agrupando os
estudantes pelas suas caracteristicas socioecondmicas, identificamos que a origem social configura
de modos diferentes as motivacdes da evasdo. Estudantes de origem social alta evadiram por
mudancas nas preferéncias académicas ou profissionais e interpretam a evasido de modo mais
positivo, enquanto os estudantes de origem social intermediaria e baixa sairam dos cursos por
dificuldades académicas ou financeiras e vivenciaram a evasdo de maneira mais negativa, em alguns
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casos interpretando-a como fracasso. Os resultados demonstram que, sob um mesmo indicador de
evasao, escondem-se motivagées muito dispares, e que estas se conectam a origem social.

Palavras-chave: Desigualdades Escolares. Evasao do Ensino Superior. Evasao.

RESUMEN

Basandonos en entrevistas con universitarios que abandonaron cursos de la UFMG, en este articulo
evaluamos cémo sus caracteristicas socioecondmicas influyeron en los procesos y razones de
la salida de estos estudiantes desde un enfoque socioldgico. Al agrupar a los estudiantes por sus
caracteristicas socioecondmicas, identificamos que el origen social configura de manera diferente
las motivaciones del abandono. Los estudiantes de alto origen social abandonaron debido a cambios
en las preferencias académicas o profesionales e interpretan el proceso de manera mas positiva,
mientras que los estudiantes de origen social intermedio y bajo abandonaron sus cursos debido a
dificultades académicas o financieras, ademas de experimentar el proceso de manera mas negativa,
en algunos casos interpretandolo como fracaso. Los resultados indican que bajo un mismo indicador
se esconden motivaciones muy dispares para el abandono y que se conectan con el origen social.

Palabras-clave: Desigualdades en la Educacion. Abandono de la Educacion Superior. Evasion.

INTRODUCTION

With the expansion of courses and institutions and the adoption of affirmative action policies,
the Brazilian higher education system has become more diversified and inclusive over the last two
decades, as indicated by recent research (Marteleto, Marschner and Carvalhaes, 2016; Salata, 2018;
Silva, 2020; Costa et al., 2021; Senkevics, 2021). Although inequalities in access patterns persist,
as evidenced, for instance, by the fact that public school education graduates still tend to enroll in
undergraduate programs that offer lower economic returns (Carvalhaes and Ribeiro, 2019), the fact
remains that access to higher education has become less socially restricted in Brazil.

With these changes in the sociodemographic profile of higher education students, it has
become increasingly relevant for sociological and educational research to investigate whether groups
with fewer cultural or economic resources who have gained access to higher education have the
same chances of completing their degrees or are more vulnerable to dropout. Given that the effects
of social inequalities on educational trajectories may not end with access to higher education, it is
important to verify whether and how they manifest in terms of inequalities in persistence.

In general, recent national studies have reached inconclusive results regarding the associations
between socioeconomic disadvantages and dropout rates or likelihood. Lima Junior, Ostermann and
Rezende (2012), in their analysis of dropout rates in the Physics program at the Federal University
of Rio Grande do Sul (UFRGS), did not identify significant associations between dropout and
socioeconomic variables such as family income, educational attainment, and parental occupation.
Durso and Cunha (2018) found that the probability of dropping out of the accounting program at
the Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais (UFMG) was associated with higher levels of parental
education, contradicting the researchers’ initial expectations.

Institution-level research has also yielded similar results. Braga, Peixoto and Bogutchi (2003)
did not observe a strong association between family income and dropout likelihood among UFMG
undergraduates. They noted, however, that parental education levels and school background had
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effects that varied depending on the programs. Costa and Pican¢o (2020), in a case study at the
Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro (UFRJ), did not identify significant differences in dropout
rates between white and black students — an important dimension in the production of social and
educational inequalities in the country. However, they found that higher socioeconomic status was
associated with a greater likelihood of completion. Paula (2021) analyzed the associations between
dropouts and characteristics related to the social and educational background of university students
in the country’s federal system. In the first part of his research, which covered all federal higher
education institutions, he found that although the probability of public school graduates leaving
higher education was higher compared to those from private schools, the difference was small and
less relevant than other variables related to program characteristics, such as study shift and academic
degree. This result was also observed in previous work (Paula and Nogueira, 2020). In the second
part of the study, considering only information from UFMG students, no significant associations
were observed between socioeconomic disadvantages and institutional dropout.

In sum, at least among studies focused on the public sector, results indicate that students
who would in principle face greater difficulties in persisting in higher education do not necessarily
show a higher propensity to drop out, compared to their peers who would be better positioned
to adapt to university life. Thus, inequalities that have historically been significant in explaining
dropoutin basic education (Salata, 2019; Simd&es, 2019) apparently do not have the same relevance
in the university context.

One possible explanation for these results, which should be considered in advance by
all research on dropout at the tertiary level, is that there is significant mobility between higher
education programs and institutions (Ristoff, 1997; Marques, 2020). Part of what is classified as
dropout is, from the students’ perspective, a transfer or a change (Tinto, 1982; Nogueira, Paula
and Ariovaldo, 2021). It is therefore important to pay attention to the type or level of the dropout
indicator being investigated (Vitelli and Fritsch, 2016): whether at the program, institution or system
level. Particularly in the first two forms of dropout, part of what administrators or researchers record
as dropout (correctly, as long as they account for its different types) are, in reality, changes or transfers
between programs or institutions. These student movements are not so much associated with
academic, financial, or other difficulties, but rather with changes in the educational and professional
preferences of undergraduates (Bueno, 1993). In many of these cases, although the departure
implies a loss of investments or resources for the institutions, it may be perceived positively by the
student, serving as an adjustment or redirection toward an opportunity more aligned with their
preferences (Tinto, 1987).

In this article, we argue that although program- or institution-level dropout rates may be
similar among students of different socioeconomic profiles and educational backgrounds, the
reasons for dropping out (whether academic and/or economic difficulties or the desire to pursue
more appealing programs or institutions) and the forms of dropout they engage in (whether
leaving the higher education system altogether or just from a program or institution) may differ.
Students from lower social backgrounds are more vulnerable to dropping out due to academic
or socioeconomic difficulties, temporarily or permanently interrupting their studies. Meanwhile,
students with more favorable social and educational profiles are more likely to drop out of
programs and/or institutions due to the desire to reenter the system in search of institutions or
programs considered more satisfactory.

Few studies have specifically sought to understand the reasons behind students leaving
their programs and, particularly, how different motives interact with different socioeconomic or
demographic characteristics of individuals. In research conducted in the physics program at a federal
institution, Lima Junior (2013) found that although the likelihood of dropping out did not differ
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according to characteristics related to social origin, the number of course failures was higher among
students with greater socioeconomic disadvantages, indicating a higher risk of dropout due to
academic difficulties. Recent international research, with larger samples, supports this assumption.
In France, Herbaut (2021) observed that students from less privileged backgrounds were more
likely to leave the program due to first-year failures, which was not the case among their peers with
better socioeconomic conditions. Similarly, in research conducted in Germany, Behr et al. (2021),
in addition to finding that dropout was linked to multiple motivations rather than just one isolated
reason, found that immigrant students were more likely to report having left for financial reasons.

More national studies in this direction are important for understanding how social inequalities
among students influence the dropout process. General dropout indicators may encompass highly
distinct phenomena that require differentiated sociological explanations. One cannot ignore the
differences between leaving a program or institution due to academic or socioeconomic difficulties
— which may lead students to permanently abandon their studies — and leaving due to an interest
in enrolling in another program or institution. This article investigates the heterogeneity of students’
socioeconomic characteristics and dropout motives using a qualitative approach. Based on 12
interviews with students who left programs at UFMG between 2016 and 2018, we seek to understand
the reasons and meanings they attribute to dropout and how it relates to their social origin and
educational trajectory in basic education, as well as their initial experience in undergraduate
programs and at the university.

UFMG is one of the largest and most traditional public universities in the country. Over the
last two decades, the institution has undergone significant changes in its student profile, driven by
affirmative action policies, which expanded access for students from public schools, Black students,
and those with low incomes (Paula, Nonato and Nogueira, 2023), and by the adoption, in 2014, of the
Unified Selection System (SiSU) as the selection mechanism for undergraduate programs (Nogueira
et al., 2017). This context of profound institutional transformations, in which the university’s student
body has become progressively more heterogeneous, offers an ideal scenario for analyzing how the
meanings and reasons for dropout relate to students’ social origins.

The article is organized as follows: after this introduction, in the second section, we discuss the
difficulties of investigating the relationship between inequalities and dropout in higher education,
outlining our argument about the importance of examining the possible variation in the reasons for
leaving higher education based on students’ social origins. The third section presents our research
design and the theoretical foundations that supported its construction. In the fourth section, we
analyze the dropout patterns that we identified through the academic trajectories of the interviewed
students. Finally, we present the concluding remarks.

DROPOUT IN HIGHER EDUCATION AND SOCIAL ORIGIN:
A COMPLEX ASSOCIATION

Higher education has specific characteristics that distinguish it from basic education and
make it difficult to establish program- or institution-level dropout as a necessarily negative event,
as it is understood in elementary or secondary education. This level of education consists, after all,
of a non-mandatory stage of education (although undoubtedly crucial for career prospects and,
for this reason, increasingly essential for access to good jobs) and one whose pedagogical logic
is more grounded in autonomy (Coulon, 2008; 2017), being designed for young adults or adults.
Furthermore, it offers students different paths through knowledge areas, institutions, programs,
academic degrees, and teaching modalities. Partly due to these characteristics, much of what is
recorded as dropout does not constitute a permanent interruption and, sometimes, not even a
temporary one, but rather a change of program or institution within the higher education system
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itself. Marques’ study (2020) on dropout, using data from the Higher Education Census from 2009 to
2017, identifies a trend of reentry for more than 55% of students who left a program or institution
during the period. Paula’s analysis (2021), with data from a cohort of federal university students
from 2016, found that 62% of those who dropped out returned the following year. Therefore, there
is significant movement between higher education programs and institutions in the country.

Considering the extent of these movements, some dropouts may not be caused by academic
difficulties, financial constraints, or failure to adapt to academic demands, but rather by uncertainties
or changes in professional objectives, which are common among many young entrants (Tinto,
1982). As Tinto (1987) rightly observes, it would be unexpected for most young entrants to be
fully confident about their academic or professional choices. Many enter higher education without
precise information about program characteristics and the professional careers to which they lead.
Even students who are more informed about the educational system, mostly from the middle or
upper classes (Nogueira, Romanelli and Zago, 2000; Resende, Nogueira and Nogueira, 2011), will
only fully grasp the realities of their initially chosen field after the first few weeks of classes.

It is also necessary to consider that some newly admitted students do not enter the
undergraduate program they originally desired or that was among their top choices. Far from
being free to choose what they want, and from being on equal footing in selecting their academic
destinations (Reay et al., 2001; Nogueira, 2012; Bourdieu and Passeron, 2014), many candidates
adjust their decisions based on a practical assessment of their financial, cultural, and educational
conditions. Elements such as their level of academic preparation, whether they combine studies
with work, and the distance between the institution and their residence, among others, influence
their choice possibilities in the selection processes for admission into public institutions.

It is clear, therefore, that dropout may not necessarily result from academic failure or the
socioeconomic difficulties that cause students to temporarily or permanently interrupt their studies.
It may signify a redirection toward undergraduate options that are more desirable or compatible with
their tastes, competencies, and personal and professional projects. In these cases, students may not
experience it as something necessarily negative and/or associated with academic problems related
to preparation in basic education or a lack of the economic resources necessary for persistence.

These challenges related to entering higher education, common to many university students
(Coulon, 2017), should not, however, lead us to overlook the fact that socioeconomic inequalities
can influence the form or meanings of how these students experience higher education. Behind
the same indicator, there may be heterogeneous associations between the meanings and causes
of dropout, depending on social origin. It is necessary to consider, therefore, the different types of
dropout (from the higher education system or just from a program or institution, followed by
reentry) and their causes (difficulties in persisting versus the desire to reenter another program
or institution) to fully understand the relationship between this event and students’ social origins.
In this article, our objective is to contribute to research in this direction by analyzing the reasons
and meanings attributed to dropout by a specific group of students, investigating how and to what
extent advantages or disadvantages associated with social origin influenced the process of dropping
out of programs.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS AND RESEARCH DESIGN

Based on a semi-structured interview guide?!, we conducted 12 interviews with students from
different social backgrounds who dropped out of UFMG programs between 2016 and 2017. In these

1 Certificate of Ethical Review (CAAE): 87256318.1.0000.5149. The names presented in this work are fictitious in order to
preserve participants’ anonymity.
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interviews, we analyzed the extent to which the interviewees’ reasons for dropout, how it occurred,
and the meanings they attribute to it relate to their social origin. Was dropout among students
with lower socioeconomic backgrounds more motivated by financial or academic difficulties (e.g.,
income constraints, difficulty balancing studies with work, transportation issues, etc.)? Conversely,
did students with better socioeconomic conditions drop out for reasons more related to changes in
academic or professional preferences?

To answer these questions, we compared academic trajectories using two categories and nine
subcategories, constructed based on the literature on the topic, as shown in Table 1.

The first category, “Social and educational background and program choice process,”
encompasses questions that reconstruct the interviewee’s social origin and educational background.
Previous academic performance can be a significant predictor of undergraduate academic outcomes.
We investigated the weight of this aspect through questions about students’ perceptions of their
performance, subjects they enjoyed or found easier, and whether they experienced academic failure
and, if so, in which areas.

Within this category, we also included questions about parental educational expectations and
students’ aspirations. Numerous studies indicate an association between parental expectations
and both educational longevity and achievement, as well as between young people’s expectations and
their academic outcomes (Morgan, 2005; Nogueira et al., 2009; Alves et al., 2013).

Program selection can have a significant impact on undergraduates’ academic engagement.
A large proportion of higher education students adjust their original preferences for various reasons:
financial constraints, geographical factors, and, primarily, their ability to meet the minimum score
requirements for their desired program. To a large extent, this adjustment to what is feasible is
gradually constructed through students’ objective and symbolic conditions of existence (Bourdieu,
1998; Nogueira, 2004), but it can also occur more abruptly when selecting undergraduate options
through SiSU, a phenomenon that has likely increased since the implementation of this system, as

Table 1 — Analysis Categories for Interview Comparison.

Categories Categories Description

e Perception of academic performance in

) ) high school
Academic experience and

performance in high school | ¢ Whether they experienced grade retention

e Subjects liked or disliked

e Whether the interviewee and/or parents had
Individual and parental expectations of entering higher education

Social and . o
i expectations and aspirations
Educational regarding higher education | ® Student’s and family members’ professional
Background and expectations and aspirations
Program Choice
Process e Whether they were employed

External responsibilities
or financial issues before e Family or other responsibilities

entering higher education o
e Economic difficulties

e Whether or not they planned program and

Process of choosing program institution choices in advance
and institution
e How they chose a program/institution during SiSU

Continue...
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Table 1 — Continuation.

Categories

Categories Description

Transition to

higher education

Whether or not they entered their
preferred program

Whether they experienced difficulties adapting
to the study routine in program and institution

Whether or not they had difficulties
organizing studies

Whether or not they had difficulties organizing
curriculum credits

External responsibilities or
financial issues after entering
higher education

Whether they were employed or not
Family or other responsibilities

Economic difficulties

Social integration

College Entry and
Experience

Ease or difficulty in forming friendships in
the program

Whether they participated in parties, usually
went out with colleagues or had other forms
of social interaction

Whether they participated in extra-academic
activities (recreational, physical, etc.)

Academic integration

Whether they participated in extracurricular
activities (undergraduate research, extension
programs, study groups, etc.)

Whether they experienced academic difficulties
(learning difficulties, course failure, etc.)

Whether they liked/were interested in the
program’s content

Whether they interacted with faculty

Perception of faculty

Dropout process

Whether they perceived it as failure or not
What they felt when leaving program/institution

Their assessment of their current situation
compared to the program experience

The reasons given for their decision to leave
the program

Destination after the dropout

Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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recent studies have indicated (Nogueira et al., 2017). Thus, we examined how closely aligned or
divergent the program from which they dropped out was compared to their original preferences, to
understand how this might have influenced their interest in persisting in it.

We also asked students whether they had external responsibilities beyond schooling, either
familial or work-related, before entering UFMG, and whether these responsibilities continued after
they began their studies at the institution. Research findings indicate, for instance, that employment
is strongly associated with the likelihood of educational dropout, both in basic education (Salata,
2019) and higher education (Triventi, 2014; Paula and Nogueira, 2020; Aina et al., 2022). One of the
primary reasons is that these responsibilities reduce the time available for studying and engaging in
institutional academic activities, which can negatively impact program persistence.

For the second broader category, “College entry and experience,” we developed questions
about the interviewee’s trajectory in the program from which they withdrew. For this category, our
analysis draws heavily from the sociological works of Vincent Tinto (1987) and Alain Coulon (2008).

Tinto’s integration model®> has become established in American literature as a dominant
paradigm among higher education attrition studies, inspiring numerous works dedicated to testing
its explanatory power (Terenzini and Pascarella, 1980; Pascarella and Chapman, 1983; Nora and
Cabrera, 1993; Berger and Braxton, 1998; Brunsden et al., 2000; Melguizo, 2011). In his model,
dropout (or persistence and completion) would be an event resulting from the student’s level of
integration into the university environment. This integration, in turn, develops over time and derives
from the interaction between aspects related to student characteristics (family socioeconomic status,
individual attributes, and educational background), their commitments (academic and professional
goals, and institutional commitment), and the university community, the latter being constituted
by what he terms academic and social systems. The academic system involves the formal activities
of the university (classes, seminars, academic performance, understanding of curricular content,
participation in extracurricular activities, etc.), while the social system is linked to interaction or
sociability with peers and faculty in informal institutional spaces (parties, social gatherings, sports
activities, support or religious groups, etc.).

Although not specifically directed at the issue of dropout, Coulon’s work (2008; 2017) on
students’ social dilemmas upon entering university life offers valuable contributions to understanding
this phenomenon. He employs the ethnomethodological concept of affiliation (similar to Tinto’s
sociological approach) to investigate the primary challenges of higher education entry, which include
understanding and adapting to social and academic rules and the pedagogical logic of the university
community. In essence, the affiliated student is one who adjusts to the routines, pedagogical practices,
and demands of academic work after overcoming the social, cultural, and pedagogical ruptures that
insertion into this space entails.

Still, within the second category, we analyzed the actual withdrawal process experienced by
students. We inquired about their feelings regarding their departure from the program or UFMG,
the reaction of parents, program peers or friends, and what reasons they attributed to their decision
— without necessarily taking the responses to this last question as the actual cause of attrition,
since individuals tend to rationalize their choices.

Our analytical approach is grounded in a comparative logic (Palmberger and Gingrich, 2014).
Through analytical categories, we reconstructed academic trajectories and compared individual
dropout processes within and between student groups according to their socioeconomic characteristics.
Based on responses obtained in the first part of the interview, we classified their social origins into
three categories: high, intermediate, and low. This classification served analytical purposes, indicating

2 It is important to note that Tinto’s work on higher education dropout was developed from works elaborated by William
Spady (1971).
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socioeconomic differences within the limited set of research participants, without claiming to
faithfully correspond to broader categorizations representative of Brazilian society. Nevertheless, it
is supported by sociological theories that posit the relevance of educational factors (such as parents’
educational attainment or type of school attended) in defining individuals’ social origin and highlight its
importance in the production and reproduction of inequalities across different social spaces (Santos,
2005; Bertoncelo, 2016; Ribeiro and Carvalhaes, 2020). Based on participants’ social and educational
attributes, we classified as having a high social origin those who attended private schools throughout
basic education and whose parents had both completed higher education. The intermediate group
included students for whom only one parent having completed higher education and students having
attended most of their primary and secondary education in public schools. In the third and final group,
neither parent graduated from college, and they were educated in the public sector.

We selected students who entered UFMG programs between 2016 and 2017. This allowed
us to compare academic trajectories that occurred at a time when policies such as the Program to
Support Restructuring and Expansion Plans of Federal Universities (REUNI) and the Quota Law (Law
No. 12,711/2012) were already fully implemented at the institution. Since one of our objectives was to
compare student pathways across different programs and within the university, we interviewed only
those who completed at least one semester of the program from which they dropped out. Invitations
to participate in the research were made through student groups on social media. The interviews were
conducted between the second semester of 2018 and the first semester of 2019; all were recorded
and fully transcribed. For the comparative analysis of the interviews, we used ATLAS.ti Web software.

RESULTS: SOCIAL ORIGIN AND DROPOUT PATTERNS IN COURSES AT THE
UNIVERSIDADE FEDERAL DE MINAS GERAIS

The analysis of interviews revealed that most dropout processes are not driven by isolated
factors but result from the combination of different elements that affect academic trajectories.
We identified four elements that were fundamental to both the forms of entry and experience in
the program, as well as to the dropout decision, which are linked to the students’ social origin:

e change of plans regarding the program area;
low interest in the entry program;
¢ academic performance difficulties;
work-related responsibilities.

Table 2 presents the names of interviewees with their trajectories and indicates, with asterisks,
the factors associated with the dropout process.

Based on comparisons between interviews, we analyzed two patterns of academic trajectories
and dropout processes, demonstrating how they are linked to respondents’ socioeconomic and
educational conditions. The first pattern consists of cases in which individuals decided to leave
after entering their desired programs without experiencing academic or socioeconomic difficulties
that would have prevented their continuation. These students experience dropout more positively,
redirecting themselves toward programs that are more satisfactory. The second pattern comprises
cases in which the decision to drop out was associated with academic and financial problems, or
difficulties in reconciling work and studies, resulting in a more negative perception of both their
program experience and the dropout process. As we shall see, there is no direct relationship
between social and educational background and the dropout pattern experienced; however, there
is a predominance of students from more advantaged social origins among those who experience
dropout as a form of mobility, and a concentration of those with greater disadvantages among those
who view it as exclusion.
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Table 2 — Dropout Trajectories and Factors Influencing the Dropout Process.

Factors that influenced dropout
0 (i) (iii)
Entry Destination Change L (iv)
program afterdropout | ofplans | . °" Academic
. interest Work-related
regarding | . performance PR
in entry pp responsibilities
program difficulties
program
area
Architecture .
Carina & Urban MUSI.C (qther *
. institution)
Planning
Hich Social Control & Economics
Orgi in Rafael Automation (other *
J Engineering institution)
Julia Ai(t)gr::(a)::iin WIIEITE *
) . (UFMG)
Engineering
Eduardo Mathematics History * *
(UFMG)
Intermediate - . Mathematics
* *
Sacial @rigin [l Chemistry (UFMG)
Marcela Statistics System * * *
dropout
International System
* *
SHES Relations dropout
Jodo Lan.guage and System * " "
Literature dropout
Language and Nursing
| i * * *
Carlos Literature (UFMG)
Low Social Business
Origin Felipe Statistics Administration * *
(UFMG)
Control & .
Viviane Ausc)gn::tion Medicine *
. . (UFMG)
Engineering
Physical
Ana Paula Chemistry Education * *
(UFMG)

UFMG: Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais.

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

DROPOUT AS MOBILITY: THE CONDITIONS FOR EFFECTIVE ENGAGEMENT WITH

HIGHER EDUCATION

Four cases constitute the first pattern of dropout that we reconstructed from student
narratives: Carina, Rafael, and Julia, classified as having high social origins, and Viviane, from a low
social background. These students, among the factors we observed, decided to drop out mainly
because they lost interest or changed their preferences regarding their initial field of study at
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UFMG. Disappointed, they began considering other fields or institutions better aligned with their
expectations. As we intend to demonstrate, the success of this reorientation within the higher
education system depends heavily on favorable economic, cultural, or educational conditions.

The three students of high social origin attended, during high school, three of the most
prestigious private schools in Belo Horizonte. All of their parents had completed at least one higher
education degree. Regarding the highest occupational status, Carina’s and Rafael’s fathers are
entrepreneurs, and Julia’s father retired as an economics professor at another federal university also
located in Minas Gerais. Indeed, these are students whose families possess high economic or cultural
capital. One expression of these students’ socioeconomic advantages is their high educational
expectations, understanding higher education as not merely a desired destination but a certainty.
Another is the way they chose their programs. Despite uncertainties about which fields they wished
to pursue, common among many interviewees, they were all admitted to programs that most closely
aligned with their preferences upon completing high school or during the SiSU admission period.

“I was already thinking about architecture, | started high school already wanting to
study architecture.” [Carina]

“When my SiSU score came out, | was already thinking about doing engineering
there [UFMG]; then the score was high enough, | could easily get into chemical
engineering, so | had no doubts or anything.” [Rafael]

“I put it as my first choice, | really thought | wanted chemical engineering at the time;
| did very well on the Enem [Brazilian High School Exam], so | was able to choose
my program completely freely; if | had wanted medicine at that time, | would have
been able to get in.” [Julia]

The three students did not experience major difficulties adapting to the university, but for
different reasons, they gradually observed that the field did not correspond to what they had
envisioned. These changes did not occur due to academic or financial difficulties, as they all enjoyed
favorable economic conditions. In Rafael’s case, it was fundamentally due to the more academic
or theoretical nature of the program, causing profound disinterest in the subjects. This led him to
engage inadequately with the coursework, which negatively impacted his grades. However, it is
important to note that this did not occur because he failed to understand the content, but rather
because he could not see the practical application of what he was learning in the classroom. As for
Carina and Julia, they realized they were not as interested in the field as they had initially thought.
During the first semesters, they tried to participate in different specialized undergraduate activities,
but this was not sufficient to stimulate their interests.

| think the program itself is one that doesn’t make you very happy while studying.
[...] You don’t see much practical application in the things you learn. It’s tedious,
tedious. That raw physics, chemistry, and math. Just theoretical. It drives you crazy.
You just keep doing exercises, numbers, letters, integrals, symbols, and you... | hated
that. [Rafael]

| enrolled in architecture; | was very much like, what am | going to do? | got into
architecture, into the restoration of old buildings, because it was very connected to
history, and | liked history. Then, when | got into architecture, | saw urban planning and
liked urban planning; I still do, | think it’s a very interesting field. [...] | kept switching
from one thing to another and realized | didn’t want it. Then | took an acoustics course
to see if it had anything to do with music... | didn’t like that either. [Carina]
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So, | thought there would be all these options, but when | went to check, talked to
people in the field, | realized it wasn’t quite like that. You could work in all these
areas, but you’d end up doing more or less the same thing. | realized that none of
it really appealed to me. | realized | didn’t think I'd be happy in that field of work.
The program itself was very smooth, | even liked it. Like | said, | liked calculus, | liked
the subjects [...], but the field just didn’t click, you know? [Julia]

Before analyzing these students’ dropout processes, it is important to address Viviane’s
academic trajectory, who is classified as having a low socioeconomic background. Viviane’s parents
only completed elementary education; her mother was a homemaker, and her father owned a
small business; both are now retired. Thus, her parents’ economic and cultural conditions differ
significantly from those of students with high socioeconomic backgrounds. Viviane attended only
public schools throughout her basic education. However, despite completing elementary education
at a small municipal school, during high school she attended a higher-quality public institution, the
Technical College of UFMG (Coltec).

Information regarding the educational trajectories of her three older sisters also helps us
understand Viviane’s pathway, as it indicates an experience in a family environment that, despite
belonging to working-class strata, fostered socialization practices that generated high educational
expectations (Viana, 1998; Piotto, 2008). All three sisters completed higher education, with the
eldest finishing a doctorate in dentistry, a field in which she works professionally. The middle
sister graduated in biological sciences and teaches at one of the city’s most sought-after college
preparatory courses. Finally, the third sister completed physical education and owns a Pilates studio.
Like Viviane, the two older sisters also attended federal public schools, specifically the Federal Center
for Technological Education of Minas Gerais (Cefet-MG).

After completing high school, Viviane aspired to gain admission to the chemical engineering
program at UFMG. To achieve this, she studied for two years in a college preparatory course — a factor
that distinguishes her from students of high socioeconomic background, who enrolled immediately
after completing high school. However, after years of preparation to achieve the necessary score
for her desired program, during the opening of SiSU, where candidates must select their first and
second choice programs, she realized, while evaluating her admission possibilities, that her score
allowed her to consider medical school. Understanding the “rules of the game” of SiSU, she selected
medicine as her first choice and chemical engineering as her second.

| put medicine as my first option and chemical engineering as my second option
in SiSU [Unified Selection System]. But what | really wanted was engineering; | left
medicine there because | thought: “if something happens, who knows?” But | was
almost certain that, even if | were called, | would stay in engineering. | left it there
just to stay on the waiting list, and | went to study engineering, since | had already
been called for my second option. [Viviane]

Viviane remained in the program for one semester and, according to her, immediately
noticed a significant gap between what she had anticipated, based on her experience at Coltec,
and the program’s pedagogical approach. Like Rafael, she did not engage with the program content,
which she perceived as insufficiently practical. Similarly, her problem did not stem from academic
challenges, such as comprehending the content, but rather from the theoretical nature of the
program, particularly in the foundational courses.

| got there thinking that it would indeed be a better technical course; you know,
with more stuff (laughs). And | hated ICEx [Institute of Exact Sciences]. [...] The basic
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cycle is all there, and there was one course that was in the engineering department,
but | didn’t really like it. What | really enjoyed was the practical part in the lab,
which was in the chemistry department. The rest | hated (laughs). [Viviane]

Viviane’s case is noteworthy because, as we observed, she had listed medicine as her first
choice. After completing the semester, she was admitted from the waiting list for the program.
Dissatisfied with chemical engineering, she transferred to a field undoubtedly associated with
expectations of greater symbolic and professional returns.

In these first four cases, the dropout process was accompanied by some uncertainties and
insecurities. However, ultimately, these students interpret their decision positively, feeling satisfied
with the field toward which they redirected themselves.

Then | found out | had passed [into the music program], and the feeling was
amazing.... | think dropping out was like a weight off my shoulders [...] after the
music course started, and | saw what it was like, | thought: “I'm glad | left.” [Carina]

I kind of went piece by piece, it was hard, there were a lot of things | had to consider,
and | only really accepted that | had left the course when I finished the Enem exam.
Only then did | feel a huge relief. | thought, “I did well on the Enem, | got a good
score, now I'll be able to get into the program | want.” [Jilia]

| was scared, you know? Since | had dreamed so much about it, | thought: “Am
| being too hasty, leaving after just one semester?” | was scared, but in the first
semester here, | already saw such a difference that in the same year [...] | became
even more sure it was a good choice for me. [Viviane]

This first group of students possesses cultural, economic, and educational resources that
enable them to actively shape their educational trajectory. Just as they were admitted to the
programs they originally desired when they were younger, they were also accepted into programs
that aligned with their new plans. We will see how this distinguishes them from most interviewees,
whose expectations are more constrained due to less advantageous economic or cultural conditions,
as well as a more precarious academic preparation.

DROPOUT AS EXCLUSION: ACADEMIC AND FINANCIAL DIFFICULTIES, AND
RESTRICTED EXPECTATIONS

The disrupted pathways of the remaining interviewed students align with the second pattern of
dropout that we reconstructed based on the collected narratives. As in the previously discussed cases,
some of these interviewees also left their programs after changing their expectations or preferences,
but these adjustments were accompanied by academic or financial difficulties. These cases also
exemplify our argument that different reasons for this event converge under the same dropout
indicator. Program changes may be triggered by academic, financial, social, or other difficulties, and
thus the entire process can be painful for the students — as some indeed revealed in the interviews.

As we previously highlighted, in the intermediate and low-socioeconomic-origin groups,
secondary education was completed entirely in public schools — in most cases, so was their entire
basic education. Students from these groups are also characterized by parents employed in lower-
income and lower-status occupations. Some of them — Felipe and Jodo — began working at a
younger age, during high school. We thus observe less favorable economic, cultural, and educational
conditions, which resulted in more limited educational expectations constraining both their program
choices, and, subsequently, their dropout from the programs.
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Among these interviewees, parental expectations for college enrollment were uncertain or
nonexistent. Many mentioned the lack of encouragement and support offered in the schools they
attended. This is reflected, for example, in the older age at which some of them had when entering
undergraduate education.

They [her parents] always focused on “look, study, go to college, because in this
country, it’s only through studying, only through education that you’ll be able to
increase your income.” But there was never that demand: “Look, you have to get
in.” They always let me choose my focus, my path. [Marcela]

| decided to take the Enem for the first time in my life at 19; | hadn’t taken it before, not
even as a test; my school had never encouraged it. [...] There wasn’t this whole Enem
thing, it was never really talked about with us: “You have to take the Enem.” [Jodo]

A recurring element in these students’ trajectories was their inability to gain admission to their
originally desired program due to insufficient test scores for acceptance. These cases clearly demonstrate
the effect of SISU’s institutional design in prompting strategic choice-making among students (Nogueira
et al., 2017; Cabello et al., 2021). For instance, Felipe, who initially aspired to study psychology, opted
for statistics without much deliberation, influenced by peers during his ENEM preparation course who
suggested the field offered good income prospects. Similarly, Marcela, who also left the statistics program,
had selected it after realizing that admission to economics would not be possible for her.

| stopped considering what | really wanted; my goal was to have more security to
get into university and also to graduate quickly, which | realized wouldn’t happen
when | got into statistics (laughs), and to leave [graduate] with a decent salary.
The intention was strictly professional when choosing this course. [Felipe]

| took the Enem, and based on my score, | saw that statistics was an option; | was
going to try economics again, but | would have been on the waiting list [...]. So |
researched, | always looked into fields related to exact sciences, but | was never
a fan of engineering, never really liked the mathematics course itself. So | looked
into fields that mixed a bit of exact sciences [...]. | saw that economics wasn’t an
option, and the other option | saw that matched my score was statistics. | did a little
research, applied, and got in. [Marcela]

Some interviewees readjusted their choices even more strategically, planning to enter
undergraduate programs that, from their perspective, were similar to their desired to transfer in
the future to the program they actually wanted. Marcio, for example, aspired to study chemical
engineering but through SiSU found that his score was insufficient for admission. For this reason, he
chose the chemistry program as a way to gain experience in the field. Ana Paula followed a similar
logic. Her case is an even clearer example of strategic choices because, although we interviewed
her about dropping out of the chemistry program, we found that she had also dropped out of the
philosophy program. In both areas, her selections resulted from readjustments during the SiSU
opening period. Ana aspired to enter the psychology program at UFMG, but she was unsuccessful
in all her attempts. She chose philosophy as a strategy to advance credits for the psychology course,
planning to later transfer to the area she dreamed of.

My first choice was always [chemical] engineering. [...] But when | graduated and

took the Enem, | didn’t do a prep course or anything, and my score wasn’t enough
to get into chemical engineering. So | went for chemistry, kind of to get an idea [...].
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| enrolled in chemistry more for that reason, kind of because my score was enough
for chemistry but not for chemical engineering. [Mdrcio]

There’s the option to switch majors here, so I’'m going to study philosophy, learn
what | need to learn, and then switch to psychology. [...] There was pressure
about that; | couldn’t put college first because it wasn’t the program | was going
to graduate from. | always intended to switch from philosophy to psychology.
[Ana Paula]

One of the main barriers these students faced was the presence of academic difficulties.
Most interviewees encountered problems keeping up with course content, understanding their
professors’ language in classes, communicating and expressing their ideas in assignments, and
succeeding in evaluations. The problem was more evident among students who entered the field of
the exact sciences, but we also identified similar challenges in Jodao’s account, who dropped out
of the language and literature program.

Speaking specifically about calculus, | didn’t know anything about pre-calculus,
didn’t know what a function was, or an equation, didn’t know anything. And |
completely failed; | didn’t understand what the professor was saying up there.
That created a lot of panic because | wasn’t understanding what the professor
was saying. | was trying to find material to understand what he was talking about.
That overwhelmed me, caused a lot of stress, a lot of panic, | wasn’t learning
anything. [Felipe]

When you go to enroll [...] there’s that big screen showing what UFMG is like, and
you leave there feeling happy, right? Thinking it’s top-notch. But in the first semester,
you already take calculus I, to the dismay of the exact sciences students who came
from public schools. Calculus 1 is like, right in your face, a punch, it's Maguila, Mike
Tyson beating you up (laughs). [Marcela]

When | got here, my friends already knew how to do various types of assignments.
[...] And they were like: “Every week | presented a PowerPoint assignment”; man,
| didn’t even know how to use PowerPoint. [...] for me, it was like | was a baby
crawling, while they were already 5-year-old kids. [Jodo]

Upon starting a university program, many students become aware of the mismatch between
the academic preparation they obtained in high school and that required by curricula and teaching
practices. The following excerpt, from Marcela’s speech, refers to her experience in the initial
semesters of the economics program at a private institution, from which she dropped out a few
years before enrolling in statistics at UFMG.

When | first got in, the first shock was realizing [...] where | came from and you
realize, wow, | don’t have a very solid foundation. So that was the first shock. In the
first semester, | wasn’t amazing, but | also wasn’t terrible, but it was the first time
| really started having difficulties; | thought: “Wow, I’'m going to have to study, I'm
going to have to catch up on a lot of things from way back.” [Marcela]

| was decent at math in high school, but when | got here... there were a lot of
things | hadn’t seen in high school, completely different, because of public school
education. It wasn’t teaching us for college, it was just teaching us what it was in
the curriculum. [Ana Paula]
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Since these students’ families faced more unfavorable economic conditions, many of them were
also working students. The demands of work further exacerbate academic difficulties, restricting
time for studies and interaction with colleagues and professors, thus reducing opportunities for
familiarizing themselves with the rules, logic, and social practices that constitute the university space.
These issues are completely absent among students from higher social backgrounds, who, besides
having greater proximity to academic culture, have more free time to reinforce this connection and
resolve the dilemmas that emerge in the transition from high school to higher education.

Marcela, after completing high school, began working in her father’s small electrical supplies
store. Between attempts to complete her degree, she took on greater responsibilities in the business
to help her father and, at the same time, have greater financial independence. Thus, both in the
statistics program and in the economics program from which she dropped out at another institution,
the time needed for studies was one of the main barriers to continuing her education.

| had from 8 to 10 [PM] to study, which is impossible... You get home, your mind
is... Your mind is boiling, like melted magma (laughs). It didn’t work. Getting home,
taking a shower, having a snack. Trying to do two calculus assignments, Gaal
assignments, which are analytic geometry and linear algebra, it just didn’t work.
My brain couldn’t process two times two, it just wouldn’t compute. You'd stop. [...]
| couldn’t focus, so | ended up not studying. [Marcela]

In Jodo’s case, the need to continue working during his undergraduate studies motivated him
to transfer to the evening program. This change hindered his persistence in the program because,
beyond academic problems, he began to feel increasingly isolated at the university, partly due to
the different profiles of his new classmates, who were generally older. With daytime work, Jodo
gradually lost contact with the friends he had established in the first semesters.

A lot of things got worse when | switched to the evening [program], because |
needed to work, and | knew it would be harder to manage since | was here during
the day. But that’s when things really fell apart; | didn’t know anyone in the evening
classes. It was a crowd that was more... more mature, older. | couldn’t connect with
them; | was very alone. | didn’t have anyone to pair up with, | had to keep looking
for whoever was left. [Jodo]

Withoutaccessto highereducational, cultural, oreconomic conditions, the dropout experiences
among students in this group were considerably more challenging. Given their academic and
financial hardships, as well as work-related constraints, their educational experience was perceived
as negative, to the extent that some developed mental health issues during their academic trajectory.

| started having anxiety attacks, | started feeling very incapable, even if | sat down to
study, | had already convinced myself that | wouldn’t be able to handle it. It didn’t
flow. | started, | don’t know, because | didn’t go to the doctor for it, but I'd say |
started getting depressed because of it. So | couldn’t study, even if | wanted to.
It was really hard. [Marcio]

For example, when | had anxiety attacks, | would get really depressed, sometimes
| wouldn’t go to class. My mom would ask: “Why aren’t you going?” “Because it’s
hard for me, it’s being difficult.” She’d say: “But you just sit there and study.” It’s not
like that, it’s not that simple. It’s a huge burden. Especially studying here. You need
to stand out all the time. Especially if you come from a reality that’s not the same
as most people here. [Jodo]
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| had a lot of difficulty, a lot of difficulty with physics; with calculus, even worse.
It was more than a headache; literally, | started having migraines, insomnia. It was
really bad. [...] | would stay up all night trying to understand the material. Dealing
with chronic headaches. [Ana Paula]

Unlike the students in the first group, who perceive their program transfer as positive, for
those in this group, the dropout process carries a more negative perspective. Felipe and Marcela
reflect on their withdrawal from the statistics program in the following way (in Marcela’s case, there
is the added disappointment of dropping out from a second undergraduate program):

(Pauses before responding). | think it was a mix of... frustration, relief, and disappointment
with myself. Because even though | thought it was a good idea to leave, to do what |
wanted, | felt disappointed with myself for not being able to handle it, and also for not
thinking it through before getting into it, for not realizing what | would need to do well
there. | also felt frustrated with myself for what | was leaving behind, for the people |
had met, and a bit for not succeeding. Raw frustration, really, for having failed. [Felipe]

That feeling, like defeat, you know? My God, | didn’t make it again. [...] it was that
defeat of leaving, because | want to finish my degree. For myself, you know, | love
studying, but | never gave it time. That thing, | never valued my dream, it’s always
about others, so it was this feeling of disappointment. Of incompetence, you know?
It went wrong once again. [Marcela]

As shown in Felipe’s response, some interviewees also reported feeling relieved upon leaving
the program. While this might suggest that withdrawal in these cases was also positive for them,
as they could redirect themselves toward fields or activities more aligned with their interests or
academic preparation, the sense of relief takes on a different meaning, as it was motivated by deeply
problematic academic experiences in the programs they were leaving behind.

In a way, | felt like | had failed, you know? Because | had convinced myself that |
could do it, and then suddenly | couldn’t anymore. Everything had gone wrong, |
proved everyone who said they were right. And relief, because continuing was really
hurting me. It was a feeling of taking a weight lifted off my shoulders, | won’t go
through that struggle anymore, because I'm going to change programs and follow
something else. [Ana Paula]

The first feeling | had was relief. Huge relief. Then, the weight of being a nobody in
the academic world. “There goes Jodo, 22 years old, dropping out of the program,
starting from scratch.” | had the expectation that | would graduate at 25, but now
it’s going to be 28. I'm three years behind what | planned when | started. So it was
relief and frustration. I'm still frustrated, to be honest. Super frustrated, but at the
same time optimistic. | think a lot of good things are going to happen. [Jodo]

Wow, it was the best thing | ever did (laughs). It felt like a huge burden was lifted off my
shoulders, like... wow! Coming here, | started to hate UFMG, | started to hate UFMG
because | felt stupid all the time. | felt like | couldn’t handle it, you know? [Marcio]

CONCLUSION

Part of the dropout rates observed in higher education systems reflect student movements
between programs and institutions. According to scholars such as Tinto (1982; 1987), many of
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these cases are not caused by academic or financial difficulties and are not perceived negatively
from the student’s perspective. However, are these cases more common among students with
better socioeconomic or academic backgrounds, while situations that align more closely with the
conventional view of dropout as failure would be more frequent among socioeconomically
underprivileged students? In this work, we sought to contribute to answering these questions by
investigating whether different social origins are particularly associated with different reasons for or
meanings of withdrawal.

Based on a comparative approach to the academic trajectories of 12 students from
different social backgrounds, our findings indicate that social origin shapes the reasons for and
meanings attributed to the dropout process. The interviewed students with greater educational,
economic, and cultural advantages withdrew after becoming disillusioned with their field of
study and modifying their professional preferences. In all cases, their disillusionment with the
program did not stem from academic difficulties but from a lack of interest in the content of their
initially chosen field. The motivations and the entire withdrawal process were markedly different
for the other interviewees, who came from social backgrounds with fewer socioeconomic and
educational advantages. Although uncertainties and changes in plans were also present in their
trajectories, these were accompanied by academic or work-related difficulties, which are linked
to more precarious academic preparation and lower family income. For this reason, most of these
students perceive their experience in the programs they left in a more negative way and view the
dropout process as problematic, as a failure.

The accounts analyzed here help us understand how social inequalities influence the different
reasons for and meanings of dropout in higher education. Although we focused on undergraduate
withdrawal, our analysis may also help understand whether different types of dropout (from a
program, institution, or the higher education system) are heterogeneously associated with students’
socioeconomic and educational characteristics. Students from public schools, with low income or
lower parental education may be more prone to leaving, not only due to academic or financial
problems but also because they decide to permanently leave the higher education system.

The findings also reinforce our initial observation that behind the same dropout indicator lie
very different motivations, linked to students’ social origins. It is important that future research
on this topic recognizes this fact and seeks ways to differentiate the reasons that lead university
students to leave their program, institution, or the higher education system; otherwise, they may
not only ignore an important part of the phenomenon’s reality but also overlook the weight of social
inequalities on it.
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