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Abstract: 

School dropout remains a persistent and complex global challenge with profound 

implications for individuals, communities, and national economies. Despite significant 

progress in expanding educational access, recent studies (2023–2025) indicate that 

dropout rates continue to be strongly correlated with poverty, familial instability, and 

limited access to educational resources. Students from socioeconomically disadvantaged 

backgrounds are disproportionately affected by food insecurity, transportation 

challenges, and insufficient academic support—factors that significantly heighten their 

risk of prematurely exiting the educational system. Beyond these socioeconomic 

determinants, institutional factors such as disengaging curricula, overcrowded 

classrooms, strained teacher-student relationships, and bullying further erode student 

motivation and engagement. Psychological challenges—including depression, low self-

esteem, learning difficulties, and substance abuse—are also critical predictors of dropout, 

particularly among secondary and tertiary-level students. Additionally, cultural and 
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contextual elements, such as migration status, minority group membership, and 

environmental instability, exacerbate dropout risks in specific populations. The 

repercussions of school dropout are extensive. At the individual level, it often results in 

reduced employment opportunities, diminished lifetime earnings, and adverse mental 

and physical health outcomes. Societally, it contributes to heightened unemployment 

rates, deepened social inequality, and increased susceptibility to criminal behavior and 

civic disengagement. Addressing this multifaceted issue requires comprehensive, multi-

tiered interventions that incorporate early warning systems, the cultivation of supportive 

school environments, and strong collaboration among families, schools, and 

communities. Emerging solutions such as the application of artificial intelligence and 

predictive analytics for early detection, behavioral “nudging” techniques, and second-

chance educational initiatives underscore the necessity of framing dropout prevention as 

a social imperative intimately connected to equity, inclusive development, and long-term 

societal wellbeing. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Education is universally acknowledged as a fundamental human right and a critical 

foundation for social mobility, democratic engagement, and economic development 

(UNESCO, 2023). However, despite substantial global efforts to broaden access to 

schooling, the issue of school dropout continues to undermine the effectiveness of 

educational systems in both high-income and low and middle-income countries. 

Dropout, commonly defined as the premature and permanent cessation of formal 

education without attaining the minimum qualifications, represents not only an 

individual loss but also a systemic failure that reflects deep-seated structural inequalities 

and institutional inadequacies (Rumberger, 2011; González-Morales, 2025). 

 Recent data underscore the enduring and complex nature of the dropout 

phenomenon. According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) (OECD, 2022), dropout rates remain disproportionately high 

among students from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds, migrant 

communities, and ethnic minorities. While notable progress has been achieved in 

reducing global out-of-school rates since the early 2000s, the COVID-19 pandemic 

significantly disrupted these gains, exacerbating existing disparities and elevating the 

risk of educational disengagement (Kaffenberger, 2023). In particular, the digital divide 

and extended school closures during the pandemic deepened inequalities, especially in 

low-resource contexts, leaving millions of students vulnerable to permanent educational 

exclusion. 

 The determinants of dropout are diverse and interconnected (De Witte, 2013; 

Gubbels et al., 2019). Socioeconomic deprivation remains one of the most influential 

predictors: students from low-income households frequently lack access to essential 

educational resources such as school supplies, safe transportation, and nutritional 
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support, factors that directly hinder school attendance and academic continuity (OECD, 

2022; Alexander, 2001). Concurrently, institutional shortcomings, including overcrowded 

classrooms, insufficient teacher training, and rigid or culturally irrelevant curricula, 

contribute to widespread student disengagement (Lee & Burkam, 2003; Curos, 2024; 

Vagelas and Leontopoulos, 2023; Leontopoulos et al., 2024; Skenderidis et al., 2024). 

Recent research further indicates that boredom, perceived irrelevance of school content, 

and poor teacher-student relationships are among the most commonly cited reasons for 

voluntary dropout (Trusty, 2025). 

 Psychological and mental health factors also exert a significant influence. 

Increasing evidence suggests that depression, anxiety, and low self-efficacy substantially 

elevate dropout risk, particularly during adolescence and higher education (Jimerson et 

al., 2000; Trusty, 2025). Additionally, substance abuse, risky behaviors, and juvenile 

delinquency intensify the likelihood of educational disengagement, highlighting the 

necessity of preventive strategies that extend beyond academic instruction. Cultural and 

contextual variables—including ethnic identity, language barriers, and migration 

status—further compound these risks. For example, immigrant and minority students 

often face cultural incongruities between their home and school environments, alongside 

systemic discrimination, both of which heighten their vulnerability to dropout (Suárez-

Orozco et al., 2009). 

 The implications of early school leaving are severe and long-lasting. Individuals 

who do not complete formal education face significantly diminished employment 

prospects, lower lifetime earnings, and limited opportunities for upward social mobility 

(Oreopoulos, 2007). Moreover, they are more likely to encounter adverse health 

outcomes, civic disengagement, and social marginalization (Lamb et al., 2011). On a 

broader societal level, high dropout rates impede national productivity, deepen 

socioeconomic inequality, and place increased pressure on social welfare systems 

(Rumberger & Rotermund, 2012). Consequently, for governments and policymakers, 

dropout prevention is both an educational necessity and an economic imperative. 

 Contemporary research underscores the value of integrated, evidence-based 

approaches in addressing this complex issue. Advances in educational technology, 

particularly the application of machine learning and predictive analytics, are now being 

utilized to identify at-risk students with increasing precision. For instance, recent 

predictive models developed in Morocco and Finland have demonstrated high accuracy 

in forecasting dropout risk by analyzing behavioral, academic, and socioeconomic 

indicators (Elbouknify et al., 2025; Psyridou et al., 2024). When combined with holistic 

interventions such as counseling, mentorship, and family involvement, these tools open 

new pathways for timely and targeted action. In addition, cost-effective behavioral 

strategies, such as motivational text message “nudges,” have proven effective in reducing 

absenteeism and dropout during the COVID-19 crisis in Brazil (Lichand & Christen, 

2020). 

 This article contributes to the growing body of literature by offering an updated 

synthesis of the underlying causes, consequences, and innovative strategies for 

addressing school dropout. It begins by examining key risk factors—socioeconomic, 
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institutional, psychological, and cultural—drawing on empirical findings from 2020 to 

2025. It then analyzes the multifaceted consequences of dropout for both individuals and 

societies, followed by a review of contemporary prevention strategies, including the 

integration of predictive technologies and second-chance educational programs. 

Ultimately, the article argues that school dropout is a systemic issue requiring 

coordinated, cross-sectoral responses and that its prevention is vital for achieving equity, 

inclusion, and sustainable development in education. 

 

2. Recent Causes of School Dropout (2023–2025)  

 

2.1 Socioeconomic and Familial Risk Factors  

Socioeconomic disadvantage remains one of the most consistent and powerful predictors 

of early school leaving. Cross-national evidence demonstrates that family background—

especially parental education, income level, and employment status—continues to exert 

a significant influence on educational participation and progression, with disparities 

widening in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic (OECD, 2024a). Financial hardship 

limits access to essential educational inputs such as transportation, nutrition, and digital 

connectivity, thereby increasing absenteeism and disengagement, both immediate 

precursors to dropout. Systems-level analyses across OECD countries reveal that 

students from low-income households are less likely to benefit from early childhood 

education and are more prone to lower persistence and completion rates, contributing to 

a cumulative disadvantage across the life course (OECD, 2024b). Parallel global 

monitoring data indicate that, despite substantial efforts to expand education, the global 

out-of-school population has declined only marginally over the past decade. This 

stagnation is closely linked to underinvestment in education in low-income contexts and 

the inability of impoverished families to absorb both the direct and indirect costs of 

schooling (UNESCO, 2024). 

 Post-pandemic dynamics have further intensified these socioeconomic disparities. 

Empirical studies and policy assessments document substantial learning losses and a 

marked increase in chronic absenteeism, with the adverse effects disproportionately 

affecting disadvantaged students, particularly those least equipped to cope with 

prolonged school closures and digital divides (OECD, 2024b). Chronic absenteeism 

remains elevated relative to pre-pandemic benchmarks and is closely associated with 

later dropout, especially in cases where economic instability and familial stressors such 

as housing insecurity, caregiving responsibilities, or the pressure to engage in paid work 

disrupt consistent school attendance (OECD, 2024b). Macro-level projections suggest that 

learning interruptions and slow recovery trajectories could lead to significant lifetime 

earnings losses, particularly for children from low-income households, thereby 

increasing the perceived opportunity costs of continued schooling (Cloutier et al., 2024; 

World Bank, 2024). 

 Within the European context, recent statistics reveal persistent inequalities in the 

prevalence of “early leavers from education and training,” with substantial variation 

between countries and regions. A consistent gender gap also persists, with male students 
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more likely to drop out. These patterns are strongly correlated with the socioeconomic 

composition of local neighborhoods and are frequently shaped by labor market pull 

factors such as early entry into low-skilled employment, coupled with limited access to 

educational guidance and support services for families with lower levels of cultural 

capital (Eurostat, 2025). 

 In summary, the contemporary evidence base highlights how dropout risk is 

deeply embedded in material deprivation and familial resource limitations, which have 

been exacerbated by pandemic-related disruptions. Effective prevention strategies must 

include income-sensitive policies such as school meal programs, transportation subsidies, 

conditional cash transfers, early access to quality childhood education, and targeted 

attendance interventions. Moreover, family-centered services that buffer against 

economic shocks have been shown to mitigate the transmission of socioeconomic 

disadvantage and reduce dropout risk (OECD, 2024a; OECD, 2024b; UNESCO, 2024). 

 

2.2 Socioeconomic and Familial Risk Factors  

In addition to socioeconomic and familial influences, school-related factors play a critical 

role in shaping students’ educational trajectories. Institutional design, pedagogical 

strategies, and overall school climate are central in determining whether students remain 

engaged or choose to withdraw from formal education. Empirical studies have long 

demonstrated that school disengagement, manifested through absenteeism, boredom, 

poor relationships with teachers, and perceived curriculum irrelevance, is a proximal 

driver of early school leaving (Lee & Burkam, 2003; Finn, 1989). Recent studies (2023–

2025) further elucidate how post-pandemic school-level dynamics have exacerbated 

these vulnerabilities. 

 A key dimension is school climate, particularly the quality of teacher-student 

relationships. According to the OECD (2024), students who perceive low levels of 

emotional support, respect, and responsiveness from teachers are significantly more 

likely to disengage. Negative interactions with educators amplify the effects of academic 

underperformance, fostering cycles of alienation and academic withdrawal (OECD, 

2024). Trusty (2025) adds that psychological distress among students in higher education 

is closely linked to insufficient institutional support systems, highlighting the urgent 

need to expand counseling and mentoring services. 

 Curriculum relevance and pedagogical practices also significantly influence 

student retention (Vagelas and Leontopoulos, 2023; Leontopoulos et al., 2024; 

Skenderidis et al., 2024). Survey data from early school leavers across OECD member 

states show that many found school subjects either boring or disconnected from their 

lived experiences and aspirations (OECD, 2024b). Kaffenberger (2023) emphasizes that 

inadequate mastery of foundational skills in early education is a direct contributor to 

dropout, as students struggle to cope with increasingly complex curricula. The lack of 

differentiated instruction and adaptive learning methods further marginalizes students 

with diverse academic needs. 

 Bullying, several addictions like internet addiction and school safety have gained 

increased recognition as critical risk factors (Leontopoulos et al., 2024). UNESCO (2024) 
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highlights that peer victimization is a major cause of absenteeism and early departure 

from school, particularly among vulnerable groups such as LGBTQ+ students and 

migrant populations. Post-pandemic trends reveal rising instances of school violence and 

cyberbullying. When coupled with ineffective institutional responses, these threats 

significantly elevate dropout risk (UNESCO, 2024). 

 Furthermore, organizational constraints such as overcrowded classrooms, 

insufficient teacher training, and resource shortages compound dropout vulnerabilities. 

A 2024 review by the European Commission notes that teacher shortages and pandemic-

induced burnout have reduced schools’ capacity to provide personalized support to at-

risk students (European Commission, 2024a). 

 In conclusion, school-related factors can either mitigate or intensify the risk of 

early school leaving. Where institutions fail to foster supportive relationships, offer 

relevant curricula, and ensure safety, they inadvertently drive student disengagement. 

Conversely, improving school climate, embracing inclusive and adaptive pedagogical 

practices, and enhancing teacher capacity constitute vital levers for dropout prevention. 

 

2.3 Psychological and Individual Factors  

Beyond structural and institutional determinants, psychological and individual-level 

factors have emerged as critical contributors to school dropout. While external conditions 

shape educational access, students’ experiences are profoundly influenced by mental 

health, motivation, and cognitive development. Increasingly, research underscores that 

dropout must be understood through the interplay between psychological vulnerabilities 

and schooling processes. 

 Mental health is among the most significant predictors. Contemporary studies 

consistently find strong associations between depression, anxiety, and academic 

disengagement. Trusty (2025) reports that psychological distress, particularly symptoms 

of depression and substance use, significantly predicts attrition in higher education, 

where affected students are markedly less likely to complete their programs. 

Longitudinal evidence further shows that behavioral disorders and emotional regulation 

difficulties identified in primary school can forecast dropout risk later in adolescence 

(Jimerson et al., 2000). These patterns point to the importance of early identification and 

school-based mental health interventions. 

 Motivational factors and self-concept also play a central role. Students with low 

academic self-efficacy often internalize failure and view themselves as incapable of 

achieving academic success, which leads to avoidance behaviors, poor academic 

performance, and eventual disengagement (Rumberger, 2011). Kaffenberger (2023) notes 

that early learning deficits erode student confidence, making future educational content 

increasingly inaccessible. This downward spiral is often accompanied by diminishing 

motivation, especially when students perceive schooling as irrelevant to their future 

goals. 

 Engagement in risky behaviors such as substance abuse (Townsend et al., 2007), 

delinquency, and association with antisocial peer groups further increases dropout risk. 

Recent analyses indicate that adolescents exposed to these influences are more prone to 
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disengage from school, particularly in under-resourced environments lacking protective 

supports (UNESCO, 2024). Findings from both Europe and North America highlight that 

dropout is frequently clustered with broader indicators of social marginalization, 

including juvenile justice involvement and teenage pregnancy (European Commission, 

2024). 

 Learning profiles also matter. Students with unaddressed learning challenges, 

such as dyslexia or ADHD, face significantly elevated dropout risk in the absence of 

appropriate diagnostic and instructional support (OECD, 2024). This issue is particularly 

acute in education systems where such services are scarce, underfunded, or stigmatized, 

leading to cumulative academic failure. 

 To summarize, psychological and individual-level variables serve as mediators 

between broader social structures and school outcomes. Comprehensive dropout 

prevention strategies must therefore integrate mental health services, motivational 

supports, and tailored learning interventions. Without such psychosocial scaffolding, 

structural reforms alone will be insufficient to prevent educational disengagement. 

 

2.4 Cultural and Minority Contexts 

Cultural identity and minority status constitute critical, though often overlooked, 

dimensions of school dropout. While structural and institutional factors remain 

significant, the unique experiences of ethnic minorities, migrants, and marginalized 

groups reveal additional challenges linked to language barriers, cultural discontinuities, 

and systemic discrimination. These intersecting elements produce distinct pathways to 

early school leaving. 

 Language and cultural incongruities are among the most prominent obstacles. 

Migrant and refugee students frequently encounter curricula and institutional norms that 

do not reflect their linguistic competencies or cultural values. UNESCO (2023) finds that 

students instructed in a language different from their mother tongue are at increased risk 

of academic failure and disengagement. In Europe, where immigration flows have 

surged in recent decades, the lack of culturally responsive pedagogy continues to 

marginalize second-generation immigrant students (European Commission, 2024). 

 Experiences of discrimination further compound educational exclusion. Minority 

students who face racial, ethnic, or religious bias within school settings are more likely to 

withdraw both emotionally and academically, heightening their risk of dropout (OECD, 

2024). In the United States, recent data reveal that African American, Latino, and Native 

American students are disproportionately subjected to disciplinary exclusions, a trend 

strongly linked to higher dropout rates (U.S. Department of Education, 2023). Similar 

dynamics affect Roma students in Eastern Europe, who face widespread institutional 

exclusion and early school departure (European Commission, 2024). 

 Cultural norms around gender roles also intersect with dropout trajectories. In 

some low- and middle-income settings, girls are pressured into early marriage, 

caregiving, or domestic responsibilities, resulting in premature school exit (UNESCO, 

2024). Conversely, boys from minority or economically disadvantaged communities may 
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be compelled to enter the labor force early, reinforcing gender-specific dropout risks 

(OECD, 2024). 

 Contextual stressors such as poverty, conflict, displacement, and climate-related 

disasters further increase vulnerability among cultural minorities. In regions like 

Bangladesh, studies show that children from marginalized rural communities are 

disproportionately affected by disaster-induced school interruptions and subsequent 

dropout (World Bank, 2024). 

 In conclusion, cultural and minority contexts illustrate the intersectional nature of 

dropout. Addressing these disparities requires policies that promote bilingual and 

intercultural education, implement anti-discrimination frameworks, and develop 

inclusive curricula. Additionally, partnerships with community stakeholders can foster 

trust and increase school engagement among marginalized families. Without culturally 

responsive interventions, systemic inequities will continue to push minority students out 

of education. 

 

3. Consequences of School Dropout  

 

School dropout constitutes not merely an educational challenge, but a complex social and 

economic issue with far-reaching and enduring consequences. These impacts manifest at 

multiple levels: they directly constrain individual life outcomes while also generating 

substantial economic and social costs at the community, national, and global scales. 

Recent research (2020–2025) highlights how the effects of early school leaving have 

intensified in the post-pandemic era, where pre-existing disparities were deepened and 

new vulnerabilities emerged (OECD, 2024; UNESCO, 2024). 

 

3.1 Individual-Level Consequences  

3.1.1 Employment and Economic Outcomes  

A primary and immediate consequence of school dropout is the significant deterioration 

of employment prospects. Individuals who fail to complete secondary education are at 

markedly greater risk of unemployment, underemployment, and participation in 

insecure labor markets. According to the OECD (2024), adults lacking upper secondary 

qualifications are nearly twice as likely to be unemployed compared to their peers with 

post-secondary credentials. Even when employed, they tend to earn lower wages, face 

unstable working conditions, and encounter limited opportunities for skill development 

and career progression—thereby perpetuating cycles of poverty across generations. 

 The World Bank (2024) projects that pandemic-induced dropout may reduce the 

lifetime earnings of affected cohorts by as much as 9%, with the sharpest declines 

observed among individuals from low-income households. These losses reflect not only 

reduced wage potential but also constrained access to the reskilling and upskilling 

opportunities essential in an increasingly digital and knowledge-driven economy. 
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3.1.2 Health and Well-being  

Educational attainment is strongly associated with health outcomes. Individuals with 

lower levels of education consistently report higher incidences of chronic disease, mental 

health disorders, and shorter life expectancy (Lamb et al., 2011). Dropout is both a 

predictor and a consequence of poor mental health. Trusty (2025) emphasizes that 

psychological distress—including depression and substance use—is intricately linked to 

early educational disengagement and can lead to further marginalization. Moreover, 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, students who became disconnected from schooling 

reported elevated rates of anxiety, social isolation, and emotional distress—conditions 

with long-term implications for adult mental wellbeing (Kaffenberger, 2023). 

 

3.1.3 Civic Participation and Social Inclusion 

Educational completion is a strong determinant of civic participation. Individuals who 

remain in school are more likely to vote, volunteer, engage in public life, and trust 

democratic institutions. Conversely, early school leavers are significantly less likely to 

participate in civic activities, contributing to political apathy and social fragmentation 

(Rumberger & Rotermund, 2012). According to a 2023 report by the U.S. Department of 

Education, dropout rates are disproportionately high among marginalized communities, 

reinforcing civic disengagement and compounding social exclusion (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2023). 

 

3.1.4 Social Mobility 

The absence of educational qualifications significantly restricts upward social mobility. 

Dropout constrains individuals’ ability to transcend their socioeconomic origins, 

increasing the likelihood that they will replicate their parents’ economic status (OECD, 

2024a). This entrenchment of inequality, often referred to as the “entrapment effect”, 

contributes to the intergenerational transmission of disadvantage, particularly in contexts 

lacking equitable access to education and employment pathways. 

 

3.2 Societal-Level Consequences 

3.2.1 Economic Productivity and Public Expenditure 

At the macroeconomic level, elevated dropout rates undermine national productivity and 

labor market efficiency. A diminished pool of skilled workers hampers economic 

competitiveness, while the concentration of dropouts in low-wage, informal sectors 

reduces tax contributions and increases dependency on public assistance. According to 

the World Bank (2024), countries with persistently high dropout rates stand to lose 

billions in potential GDP annually due to the underutilization of human capital. 

 Moreover, early school leaving imposes substantial fiscal burdens on public 

budgets. Governments are often required to allocate additional resources to social 

protection, healthcare, unemployment benefits, and the criminal justice system, services 

disproportionately accessed by individuals with limited education (OECD, 2024). Thus, 

investments in dropout prevention represent not only an educational mandate but also a 

strategic avenue for long-term public cost reduction. 
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3.2.2 Inequality and Social Cohesion 

Dropout exacerbates existing inequalities across lines of class, ethnicity, geography, and 

gender. Vulnerable groups, particularly migrants, ethnic minorities, and rural 

populations, remain disproportionately overrepresented among early school leavers 

(European Commission, 2024). This unequal distribution of educational outcomes 

reinforces societal stratification, weakens social cohesion, and fuels polarization. 

UNESCO (2024) warns that neglecting the dropout crisis risks undermining progress 

toward Sustainable Development Goal 4, which calls for inclusive and equitable quality 

education for all. 

 

3.2.3 Crime and Security 

A growing body of evidence links dropout to increased rates of criminal behavior and 

incarceration. Individuals who leave school prematurely are significantly more likely to 

engage in delinquency and to be overrepresented within justice systems. Rumberger 

(2011) and subsequent OECD (2024a,b) reports confirm that communities with high 

concentrations of early school leavers tend to experience elevated levels of youth crime, 

which places considerable strain on law enforcement and correctional institutions. 

 

3.2.4 Societal Resilience in Times of Crisis 

Dropout undermines a society’s capacity to respond to crises such as pandemics, climate 

shocks, and economic downturns. Populations with limited educational attainment are 

often unable to access, understand, or act on critical information, thereby impeding 

public health responses, disaster recovery efforts, and technological adaptation. In fragile 

contexts such as Bangladesh, dropout following climate-related displacement has been 

shown to reduce recovery capacity and increase long-term vulnerability (Cloutier et al., 

2024). 

 

3.3 Synthesis 

The consequences of school dropout are wide-ranging, operating across individual, 

community, and national levels. They reinforce cycles of disadvantage, deplete public 

resources, and threaten social cohesion and democratic engagement. The most recent 

body of evidence underscores that these consequences have been exacerbated by the 

COVID-19 pandemic, which deepened educational inequalities and intensified long-term 

risks for affected populations. 

 Addressing school dropout, therefore, must be recognized not merely as an 

educational priority but as a broader socioeconomic and policy imperative. The costs of 

inaction extend far beyond the education sector, affecting labor markets, healthcare 

systems, fiscal sustainability, civic participation, and resilience in the face of global 

challenges. 
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4. Strategies for Preventing School Dropout 

 

Efforts to reduce school dropout have evolved considerably, transitioning from reactive 

remediation to proactive, evidence-based strategies. Current research (2020–2025) 

emphasizes that successful dropout prevention must be systemic, multi-level, and 

context-sensitive, addressing structural inequities while fostering student engagement. 

This section synthesizes five key domains of intervention: early identification, school 

climate and pedagogy, family and community engagement, second-chance education, 

and technology-driven and behavioral interventions. 

 To illustrate the interconnections among these components, Figure 1 presents a 

conceptual framework for integrated dropout prevention. This diagram visualizes the 

core domains that collectively contribute to reducing dropout rates across systems. 

 

 
Figure 1: Concept Map: Integrated Dropout Prevention Strategies 

 

4.1 Early Identification and Targeted Support 

Early identification of at-risk students is a foundational strategy. Traditional early-

warning systems track absenteeism, behavioral concerns, and academic decline. 

However, recent advances employ predictive analytics and machine learning to 

anticipate dropout with higher accuracy and at earlier stages. 

 For example, Psyridou et al. (2024) found that risk prediction by the end of primary 

school (AUC ≈ 0.65) allows preemptive support. Elbouknify et al. (2025) achieved higher 

predictive accuracy (≈88%) in Morocco by integrating socioeconomic and academic data. 

Similarly, Cheng et al. (2025) demonstrated that detecting abrupt behavioral shifts can 

significantly improve intervention timing. 

 Such systems enable precision prevention, but ethical considerations around 

privacy and stigmatization remain essential (OECD, 2024 a,b). Interventions may include 

tutoring, mentorship, psychosocial counseling, or targeted financial assistance. 
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4.2 Enhancing School Climate and Pedagogical Practices 

An inclusive school climate and engaging pedagogy serve as protective factors against 

dropout. Positive student-teacher relationships foster trust and motivation. Trusty (2025) 

highlights that weak institutional support and relational disconnects are major predictors 

of attrition, especially in higher education. 

 Curricular relevance is equally critical. According to OECD (2024b), many 

dropouts cite boredom and perceived irrelevance of schoolwork. Introducing vocational 

training, project-based learning, and career guidance can boost engagement. 

Kaffenberger (2023) notes that failure to master foundational skills early creates 

compounding disengagement risks. 

 Additionally, UNESCO (2024) reports that peer victimization, particularly of 

LGBTQ+ and migrant students, is a major contributor to absenteeism and dropout. 

Ensuring school safety and enforcing anti-bullying policies are thus vital components of 

dropout prevention. 

 

4.3 Family and Community Engagement 

Family engagement is a key determinant of educational persistence. Hill and Tyson 

(2009) demonstrated that parental involvement positively influences outcomes, even in 

disadvantaged contexts. Recent studies reaffirm that family-school partnerships enhance 

motivation, attendance, and academic success (European Commission, 2024). Key 

approaches include: parental education programs to support learning at home, 

community interventions like mentoring and after-school tutoring and social support 

measures such as school meals and transportation subsidies (OECD, 2024). 

 In lower-income regions, conditional cash transfers (CCTs)—which incentivize 

school attendance—are particularly effective in reducing dropout, especially among girls 

(Cloutier et al., 2024). 

 

4.4 Alternative Pathways and Second-Chance Education 

When prevention efforts fall short, second-chance programs provide vital re-entry 

opportunities. These include vocational schools, flexible learning centers, and adult 

education, offering marginalized students the chance to acquire essential skills and 

qualifications. 

The European Commission (2024) recommends modular, adaptable curricula to 

meet the diverse needs of early leavers. UNESCO (2023) emphasizes the importance of 

pairing academic content with career guidance and psychosocial support. In high-income 

settings, vocational tracks serve students disengaged from traditional pathways. In 

lower-resource contexts, non-formal education addresses foundational skill gaps. 

Crucially, these programs must be non-stigmatizing and must offer clear 

pathways to further education or employment to be effective in promoting reintegration. 

 

4.5 Innovative Approaches: Technology and Behavioral Nudges 

Emerging approaches leverage technology and behavioral science to boost engagement. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Lichand and Christen (2020) found that motivational 
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SMS messages significantly reduced dropout in Brazil by nudging students toward goal 

persistence. 

 Digital platforms offer adaptive learning and personalized instruction, though 

UNESCO (2023) warns that technology should complement—not replace—human 

connection. These tools are most effective when embedded within broader support 

systems. 

 Meanwhile, behavioral nudges, goal-setting activities, and peer mentoring have 

proven effective in enhancing persistence and identity development (OECD, 2024). 

Combining these interventions with predictive systems offers scalable, low-cost solutions 

for risk mitigation. 

 

4.6 Comparative Summary of Interventions 

The table below summarizes the five key domains of dropout prevention, comparing 

their strategies, target populations, and evidence base. 

 
Table 1: Comparative Overview of Dropout Prevention Interventions 

Intervention 

Domain 
Key Strategies Target Group Effectiveness 

Early 

Identification 

Predictive analytics, early-

warning systems, behavioral 

tracking 

At-risk students 

(early stages) 

High when ethical and 

personalized 

School Climate & 

Pedagogy 

Inclusive curriculum, strong 

teacher relationships, school 

safety 

All students, 

especially 

disengaged 

Strong protective factor 

for persistence 

Family & 

Community 

Engagement 

Parental programs, 

community mentoring, 

conditional cash transfers 

Disadvantaged 

families and 

communities 

Proven positive impact 

on attendance and 

retention 

Second-Chance 

Education 

Flexible curricula, vocational 

re-entry, psychosocial support 

Youth who have 

dropped out 

Effective when 

destigmatized and labor-

market aligned 

Tech & 

Behavioral 

Interventions 

Mobile nudges, adaptive 

platforms, identity-based 

behavioral reinforcement 

Broad, especially 

marginalized 

students 

Promising but 

dependent on access and 

relational context 

 

4.7 Synthesis 

As illustrated, the most effective dropout prevention strategies are multi-dimensional, 

combining early detection, inclusive learning environments, family support, re-

engagement pathways, and behavioral innovations. While predictive tools and digital 

solutions show great potential, sustainable progress hinges on addressing the underlying 

structural conditions—poverty, inequality, exclusion—that drive educational 

disengagement. 

 Thus, dropout prevention must be reframed as a whole-of-society imperative, 

requiring commitment from educators, policymakers, families, and communities alike. 
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5. Discussion and Policy Implications 

 

The findings synthesized in this article reaffirm that school dropout is not merely an 

educational outcome, but a deeply systemic and multidimensional challenge (Profiroiu 

et al., 2013). Gubbels et al. (2019) mention that school absenteeism and dropout are 

strongly associated with adverse life-course outcomes, including delinquency, 

psychiatric disorders, and long-term socioeconomic difficulties. Their study 

systematically evaluated the impact of risk factors across developmental domains. I their 

meta-analytic review integrated findings from 75 studies (k = 71 independent samples) 

encompassing 635 risk factors for dropout. Risk factors were grouped into 42 for dropout, 

and analyzed using three-level meta-analytic models. Significant mean effects emerged 

for 23 dropout domains. The strongest predictors of dropout predicted by grade 

retention, low IQ/learning difficulties, and poor academic achievement. These findings 

emphasize the need for comprehensive intervention strategies that address both 

academic and psychosocial domains. Preventive approaches should include 

strengthening school engagement, enhancing parental involvement, and offering 

targeted support for students with behavioral and cognitive difficulties. By tackling these 

risk factors early, schools and policymakers can improve attendance, reduce dropout 

rates, and promote positive long-term life outcomes for at-risk youth. 

 Furthermore, it stems from a convergence of individual vulnerabilities, structural 

inequalities, institutional shortcomings, and cultural marginalization. The review of 

contemporary evidence (2020–2025) demonstrates how the COVID-19 pandemic 

exacerbated these dynamics, triggering increased disengagement and disproportionately 

affecting already disadvantaged populations (Kaffenberger, 2023; OECD, 2024). 

 To address the complexity of school dropout, this discussion outlines seven key 

policy implications drawn from the literature and linked to the conceptual and strategic 

framework presented in Section 4 (see Figure 1 and Table 1). 

 

5.1 Dropout as a Systemic Problem 

A central insight from the literature is that dropout should not be viewed as the failure 

of individual students, but as a symptom of broader social and institutional structures. 

Socioeconomic hardship interacts with school climate, psychological distress, and 

cultural disconnection to shape dropout trajectories (OECD, 2024; UNESCO, 2024). 

Consequently, policies focused solely on the education sector are insufficient. Structural 

interventions must include social protection, housing stability, and healthcare 

integration, acknowledging that schools alone cannot resolve poverty or marginalization. 

 

5.2 Centering Equity and Inclusion 

Dropout rates remain significantly higher among low-income students, migrants, ethnic 

minorities, and those in rural or conflict-affected regions (European Commission, 2024; 

U.S. Department of Education, 2023). Equity-oriented policies must prioritize these 

populations through a) bilingual and intercultural education, b) anti-discrimination 

enforcement and c) conditional cash transfers, transport subsidies, and school meals. 
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UNESCO (2024) cautions that without directly addressing these equity gaps, global 

commitments to inclusive education (e.g., SDG 4) risk being derailed. 

 

5.3 Reimagining Schools as Safe and Engaging Spaces 

Students thrive in environments where they feel emotionally safe, respected, and 

connected to their learning. Positive teacher-student relationships, relevant and 

culturally responsive curricula, and safe school climates reduce the risk of disengagement 

(Trusty, 2025; UNESCO, 2024). Accordingly, policymakers should invest in teacher 

professional development, smaller class sizes, vocational and project-based learning and 

robust guidance and mentoring programs. These reforms align with the school climate 

and pedagogy domain outlined in Table 1. 

 

5.4 Harnessing Technology, Ethically 

Predictive analytics and AI present powerful tools for early detection of dropout risk 

(Elbouknify et al., 2025; Psyridou et al., 2024). These data-driven models offer potential 

for precision prevention, allowing tailored interventions before disengagement escalates. 

However, implementation must be cautious. OECD (2024a,b) urges governments to 

embed these technologies within ethical frameworks that protect student privacy, ensure 

algorithmic transparency, and prevent labeling or bias. 

 Complementary behavioral tools, such as SMS nudges or motivational messaging, 

can improve engagement at low cost (Lichand and Christen, 2020). Their combination 

with predictive systems, particularly in under-resourced settings, holds promise for 

scalable impact. 

 

5.5 Reinforcing Second-Chance Pathways 

While prevention is paramount, policymakers must also support second-chance 

programs for those who have already exited formal education. These should include 

modular, flexible curricula, non-formal education programs, career counseling and 

psychosocial support and clear routes into employment or further study 

 Crucially, these programs must avoid stigmatization and instead frame re-entry 

as legitimate and empowering (UNESCO, 2023; European Commission, 2024). As 

outlined in Table 1, such interventions are essential for social reintegration. 

 

5.6 Cross-Sectoral Integration 

Dropout prevention cannot be siloed within education ministries. Collaborative 

governance involving labor, health, housing, and social protection agencies is essential. 

Examples include school-based mental health services, expanded nutrition programs and 

alignment between vocational training and labor market needs. 

 Global bodies such as UNESCO, the OECD, and the World Bank increasingly 

advocate for this integrated approach, recognizing dropout as a key indicator of 

socioeconomic stability (UNESCO, 2023; World Bank, 2024). 
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5.7 Toward a Comprehensive Policy Framework 

Based on the synthesis of strategies presented in the concept map (Figure 1) and 

intervention matrix (Table 1), dropout prevention must adopt a layered, whole-of-society 

framework. This includes structural equity reforms to reduce poverty and support 

families, inclusive, responsive schools with engaging pedagogy and safe environments, 

early warning systems and personalized interventions powered by data, flexible, non-

stigmatizing second-chance pathways and policy coordination across education, health, 

labor, and social services. 

 Inaction carries steep long-term costs—reducing productivity, increasing 

healthcare and welfare expenditure, and weakening social cohesion. By contrast, strategic 

investment in dropout prevention yields high returns in terms of resilience, equity, and 

sustainable development. 

 

6. Conclusions  

 

School dropout continues to represent a complex and multidimensional challenge, 

shaped by intersecting factors including socioeconomic disadvantage, institutional 

disengagement, psychological vulnerability, and cultural marginalization. As the 

evidence from 2020 to 2025 reveals, the consequences of early school leaving are far-

reaching, diminishing individual life opportunities in employment, health, and civic 

participation, while simultaneously weakening national productivity, exacerbating 

inequality, and eroding social cohesion. However, the literature also affirms that dropout 

is both predictable and preventable. The emergence of predictive analytics, early warning 

systems, and behavioral science-based interventions has expanded the toolkit available 

to educators and policymakers. These tools allow for more precise and timely 

identification of students at risk, enabling targeted and potentially transformative 

interventions. Yet, technological innovation alone is not sufficient. Its effectiveness 

depends on being embedded within a broader ecosystem of support: one that includes 

equitable funding models, inclusive and responsive school environments, strong teacher-

student relationships, robust family and community engagement, and flexible second-

chance programs. Addressing dropout thus requires a whole-of-system response, 

grounded in cross-sectoral collaboration and guided by principles of equity, inclusion, 

and sustainability. Reducing dropout must be reframed not simply as an educational 

goal, but as a societal imperative. The costs of inaction, ranging from long-term 

unemployment to reduced social trust, far exceed the investments required for 

comprehensive prevention. By adopting multi-layered, data-informed, and equity-

driven strategies today, societies can secure long-term dividends in economic resilience, 

democratic participation, and social justice. 
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