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Preface 

Based on experiences from the PraeLAB project (that focused on drop-out detection and 

prevention in vocational training) the Erasmus+ PrevDrop project funded by the European 

Union, builds on the assumption that the focal point in dealing with dropout from higher 

education needs to be shifted to early detection and prevention. To this end, viable 

concepts have been developed, tested and implemented through the qualification of 

student advisers and advisers from employment agencies. The concepts also take into 

account that the reasons for drop out from higher education given by the different parties 

involved strongly depend on each individual’s pattern of attribution. 

Special importance within the project is given to the active inclusion of students who are 

encouraged to use the PrevDrop-SRT (Student Self-Reflection Tool) to self-diagnose a 

latent or marked drop out inclination and to reflect on this. This marks substantial progress 

compared to most procedures which mainly rely on third-party assessment. 

However, within the project the online tool isn't seen as the sole mechanism for preventing 

dropout from higher education, as a number of previous studies clearly show that the 

causes are multi-layered. Therefore, the project provides a holistic training concept 

including a didactical framework and four modules that consists of face-to-face training, 

resources for student advisers at universities and career advisers at employment 

agencies, as well as for consultants who get qualified and equipped with resources (e.g. 

PPT, trainer guide, training manual) to hold courses for other advisers working with 

students. With the combination of these elements as well as its transnational dimension, 

the project offers a unique, holistic training concept that does not exist in this form yet and 

fills a gap in the market. 

This handbook was developed for counsellors for self-study, as reference work or as 

complementary document for training participants. 
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1. Module 1: Understanding and Preventing 

Drop out from Higher Education 

1.1 Summary 

Module 1: Understanding and preventing Drop out from Higher Education  

This module introduces student and employment advisers to current national and 

international research on the factors, which cause students to drop out from Higher 

Education. It will enable them to discuss these factors in relation to their own 

professional experience. It will then introduce a typology of preventative approaches 

and good practice taken from national and international Higher Education and allow 

them to focus in detail on specific case studies. It explains and discusses how drop 

out has been defined and present international approaches to help reduce drop out 

and improve retention. 

1.1.1 Learning Outcomes 

• Increased understanding of the causes of drop out  

• Increased understanding of possible measures to prevent drop out  
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1.2 Why do students drop out? 

1.2.1 Analysis of research on the causes of drop out in the United 

Kingdom  

Because of the lack of consensus among UK countries and HEIs (higher education 

institutions) on drop-out and transfer definitions, statistics describing the extent of 

these issues in the UK need to be interpreted carefully. 

The UK has one of the lowest dropout rates in Europe but drop out still remains a 

significant problem. It has been reported that in England, the proportion of drop -out 

amongst non-traditional students was higher from High Tariff HEI’s than it was from 

lower tariff institutions (Quinn, 2014). However, elite universities had the highest 

continuation rate and the ‘new’ universities had the lowest rate (Quinn, 2014). In 

2009, HESA (Higher Education Statistics Agency) reported that 8.3% of students 

obtained a lower qualification or transferred to another institution (Rose-Adams, 

2012).  

Although in the UK only 1 in 12 students (or just over 8%) leave HE during their first 

year of study, surveys have shown that it is common for students to consider 

withdrawing from HE during their first year. Research suggests that students leave for 

several reasons: academic issues, feelings of isolation, not fitting in or concerns 

about achieving future aspirations (Thomas, 2012). Some studies suggest that current 

conditions in higher education (a consumer-led market) and students’ need to work to 

pay for tuition fees (policy change) might eventually facilitate transfer across UK 

institutions because students might be seeking delayed or extremely delayed transfer 

within this context (Di Paolo & Pegg, 2013).  

The HEFCE-sponsored (Higher Education Funding Council for England) project ‘Back 

on Course’ (ran in England and Wales during 3 academic years: 2009-2011) reported 

that 23% of non-completers re-applied for university-level study within a three-year 

period, a substantial number of whom moved to a university nearer their original 

home (Di Paolo & Pegg, 2013; Rose-Adams, 2012). This suggests that dropping out 

does not necessarily mean a rejection of HE. 

Controversially, a 2007/08 House of Commons Report suggested that 22% of 

students did not complete an HE degree in England during that period of time, noting 

an increase in widening participation in higher education as a reason to drop out. 
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Research has shown that reasons for HE drop out and transfer in the UK are in fact 

much more diverse and complex than this (Quinn, 2014; Rose-Adams, 2012; Thomas, 

2012). These are now explored in more detail.  

Data recording student drop out in the UK are not reliable since universities do not 

always collect students’ information when they leave their courses. Nevertheless, 

literature on this issue documents diverse reasons for which students drop out of HE 

in the UK. Research has found that lack of attention to diverse student needs prompts 

students to drop out. In terms of social and economic background, ‘coming from a 

lower socio-economic background... dominates all other factors including gender and 

ethnicity in leading to drop-out’ (Quinn, 2014). Socio-cultural factors may influence 

the way staff and communities think of students and how students think of 

themselves, normalising drop-out for them. Furthermore, regional cultures and local 

job markets can also influence drop-out (Schnepf, 2014). In the UK, students from 

lower socio-economic backgrounds are concentrated in institutions and subjects 

considered by some to be of a lower academic level. 

In addition to institutional factors (such as poor assessment practices, non-student-

centred pedagogies, poor approaches to learning, course related factors and lack of 

financial support) (Davies & Elias, 2003; Thomas, 2012,), there are also issues of 

social integration. Lack of integration into the academic institution is a major factor in 

dropping out of HE (Thomas, 2012). Moreover, it has been reported that black and 

minority ethnic students are most likely to stay near their homes and enrol in 

institutions with high drop-out rates. Such students also face problems of integration 

and of institutional racism (Quinn 2014). According to Rose-Adams (2012) there is a 

correlation between the distance between home and university and a propensity to 

leave early. If students are living at home, which may be indicative of financial 

pressure and/or caring responsibilities, they may have less opportunity to integrate 

with their institution (Rose-Adams, 2012). If students’ expectations are poorly 

matched by the institution and social integration within universities is weak, students 

are likely to drop out (Tinto 1975, as quoted in Schnepf, 2014). In terms of peer  

pressure, research has shown that peer effects are important in the UK indicating that 

academically able males enrolled in a program with low ability peers are more likely to 

drop out (Schnepf, 2014). 

Patterns suggest that mature entrants without recent A levels are more likely to drop 

out compared to ‘traditional’ younger students with recent A levels. Early-leaving 



 

 

PrevDrop: 

12 

appears to be most strongly linked to prior educational attainment, both in terms of 

tariff scores and previous education type (Rose-Adams 2012, Davies & Elias 2003). 

The largest group of early-leavers did so primarily for personal/financial reasons 

(including caring for others). Nearly two-fifths (37%) left primarily for HE-related 

reasons to do with either the course or the institution. There is some evidence that 

the reason for leaving may be influenced by the reason for choosing the HE 

institution, and whether the student had access to information, advice and guidance 

before the application (Rose-Adams, 2012 and House of Commons Report 2007/08). 

In summary, early withdrawal is more likely to be associated with factors such as 

inappropriate choice, prior educational experience and difficulties in settling into t he 

social and academic life of an institution. Factors associated with later withdrawal 

from a course place more emphasis upon changes in personal circumstances, 

domestic commitments and financial problems (Davies & Elias, 2003; Thomas, 2012). 

Research has shown that schools have failed to present more vocational methods of 

learning as viable alternatives to university (Davies & Elias, 2003).  

Impact of students’ socio-economic status, gender, ethnicity, disability or age 

on drop out and transfer 

Quinn (2014) identified six key factors that lead students to drop-out in the UK, 

namely socio-cultural, structural, policy, institutional, personal and learning factors.  

Students from ‘non-traditional’ backgrounds, such as those from socio-economic 

groups 4–7 (small employers and own account workers, lower supervisory and 

technical, routine, and semi-routine occupations) are less likely to continue into a 

second year of study than students from managerial, professional and ‘intermediate’ 

occupational backgrounds. Non-traditional students can lack the confidence to 

change course or university, if they find that their current option is not right for them 

(Powdthavee & Vignoles, 2009). Higher parental educational background is also 

associated with lower student drop-out (Schnepf, 2014; Smith & Naylor, 2001).  

Additionally, non-traditional students are less likely to re-apply spontaneously once 

they have decided to drop out (Rose-Adams, 2012). 

In terms of gender, male students are more likely to leave early than female students 

and are also less likely to re-apply than females (Rose-Adams, 2012; Schnepf, 2014). 

White men from a working class background and disadvantaged provincial areas are 

most at risk of drop-out (Quinn, 2014). Smith and Naylor (2001) found that for male 
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students from lower social class backgrounds, the effect of local unemployment is 

more than twice as large, implying that the on-going participation of such students at 

university is much more sensitive to local labour market conditions.  

Family background is also a personal factor that might influence a student’s decision 

to drop out. Family background is likely to influence not only the financial capacity of  

students to complete their studies but also their preparedness for and commitment to 

college. Previous schooling can have effects similar to those of family background. In 

the UK, significant effects were found of parental social class on non-completion 

probabilities for university students. There is also strong evidence to suggest that pre-

college academic preparedness is important (Smith & Naylor, 2001) which it is in turn 

associated with family financial support and commitment to education. Furthermore, 

care duties were also identified as a factor for students to drop out. Research has 

found that parents, especially women, still face caring responsibilities that the still 

highly male dominated higher education sector (Quinn, 2014) does not take into 

account, and thus there is no sufficient support in place for students at risk of 

dropping out because of their care obligations.  

Socio economic status has a strong impact on the likelihood of dropping -out of both 

ethnic minorities and students with disabilities because higher socio-economic status 

implies a better understanding of rights and entitlements. In addition, low socio-

economic status can lead to poor early education opportunities, limitation in choice of 

subjects and a channelling towards less elite higher education institutions (Quinn, 

2014).  

Personal characteristics, such as age, marital status, social class, fee-status and term 

time residence may influence drop-out rates as well (Rose-Adams, 2012).  Research 

indicates that drop-out probability increases with age (older students may integrate 

less well). Non-UK students are significantly more likely to drop out than UK students, 

unless they are self-funded in which case they are less likely to drop out. Interestingly 

though, mature students tend to choose their course of studies better but also tend to 

be more critical of their experience of HE (Rose-Adams, 2012). 
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1.2.2 Analysis of International research on the causes of drop out  

The EU has identified student drop out from HE as an important problem that needs 

to be addressed. Even in those countries with the best rates of retention, such as UK 

and Germany, around 20% of students currently drop out.  

Germany, Italy and the UK all recognize that drop out is a complex process where 

many factors co-exist. A drop out decision is usually a long process of alienation, 

characterised by complexity and multidimensionality.   

Different countries tend to emphasise different factors. So, for example, Italy 

recognises that socio-cultural factors, such as a widespread propensity to abandon or 

postpone study right across the education system, create the likelihood of drop out 

from HE. Germany emphasizes the structural inequalities within its education system 

which mean some students are already disadvantaged when they enter  HE. All 

countries recognise that policy decisions on student funding impact on the ability to 

stay the course. The UK has emphasised institutional change and initiated a wide 

range of institutional projects aimed to change the culture and the practices of  

universities and aid retention. When little research has been done on drop out there is 

a tendency to emphasise the personal aspects, as in Luxembourg. 

As well as taking a temporal perspective, understanding drop out requires a broad 

understanding of youth problems: both potential and implicit. So, it is necessary 

expand our observations not only in a temporal sense, considering the precedents 

that produced drop out, but also to explore the experiences of young people, the 

perceptions they have of school and university as a place of their training, investment 

(or disinvestment) and an affective and cognitive domain also imbued with the weight 

of family expectations. This also relates to transfer. There are deep reasons of 

identity that can determine whether students keep transferring across courses 

(Crocetti et al, 2013). 

One theoretical framework that has been widely used in UK and Germany is that of 

Pierre Bourdieu and his work on capitals, habitus and field (Bourdieu & Passeron, 

2010). Socialization provides pupils with a certain set of social, economic and cultural 

capital. The gap between the cultural origin of a student and the academic culture 

(Multrus, 2005) is a crucial factor for academic success.  
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The family, including the level of parental education, family occupations and the 

norms and expectations of family life all have an important influence. The student has 

to be understood as making decisions partly determined by family responsibilities, 

finances and health and caring factors. Points of crisis such as mental health issues 

and anxiety are increasingly common across HE. In the UK part time students are 

more likely to drop out than full time ones. 

The level of prior educational attainment is an important factor (which is in itself 

shaped by class and locality and access to good schooling at secondary level) as is 

the choice of academic programme. Many students feel they have chosen the wrong 

programme and this is partly because they have been given inadequate  advice and 

information. A lack of interest in the study subject disposes the student to drop out, 

particularly when combined with too much learning material, too many tests (Bargel et 

al, 2012) and poor performance (Heublein et al, 2010). 

The sense of belonging of students in the university enjoying it as a social 

environment and feeling part of the community of students is also vital. This includes 

the scope and manner of contact with academics as well as the intensity of 

participation in the various courses and learning methods. Peer effects are important, 

indicating that, for example, academically able males enrolled in a program with low 

ability peers are more likely to dropout.  

Finally teaching and learning and the quality of student support have an important 

impact. In the UK nearly two-fifths (37%) left primarily for HE-related reasons to do 

with either the course or the institution (Rose-Adams, 2012). Problems include: the 

quality of teaching, assessment and performance requirements, inflexible curricula, 

lack of mentoring and a lack of work placements. 

Suggested prompts include: 

¶ How far do these frameworks match your experience of student drop out?  

¶ From your experience, what factors do they leave out? 

¶ What aspect is the most important? 
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1.3 Good practice in preventing drop out from HE 

1.3.1 Good practice in preventing drop out from HE in the UK 

Every year, through the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), the 

UK invests heavily on a systematic approach to improve the retention of students at 

risk of not continuing their studies. The annual funding allocation for this purpose for 

2015-2016 was £279million. This effort also aims to provide and improve data on 

retention and calculate (through HESA, the Higher Education Statistics Agency) 

retention benchmarks. Also, the National Audit Office (NAO) has recommended using 

management information systems more efficiently to understand retention and track 

down and support vulnerable students (RANLHE, 2010).  

Research has documented and analysed the impact of some UK HEI’s strategies to 

encourage continuation and integration of newly arrived students (Rose Adams, 2012; 

Thomas, 2012). In 2009, the ‘back on course’ initiative (a national initiative that was 

implemented for three academic years) was a major research project with UCAS 

(organisation responsible for managing applications to higher education courses in 

the UK) that looked into effective strategies to encourage student continuation. The 

project carried out a large-scale longitudinal study to find out why students left before 

the end of their studies, and what strategies worked to get them back into HE (Gaebel 

et al., 2012). Another national collaborative programme (Aimhigher) sought to widen 

participation in HE from underrepresented groups. Results showed that important 

elements of successful interventions included the provision of pre-entry information, 

discussion of expectations of HE and academic preparation (Quinn 2014). Scotland is 

particularly interested in increasing the retention rate of students from deprived areas 

alongside general retention (Eurydice Report, 2014). 

However, research cautions on how to interpret available drop-out statistics to 

determine the success of retention strategies. It is essential to identify whether the 

initiatives were student or institution centred; determining the focus would give 

different meanings to the terms used (RANLHE, 2010). Further, in 2009, Buglear 

reported that non-completion data is not strong enough to constitute a basis for 

exploring the associations between the timing of student departure and the type of 

departure (Buglear, 2009). 
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Additionally, the way in which credit transfer activity is organised and administered is 

also important. Research has found that students tend to use credit  transfer within 

their subject area and to progress through qualifications; this suggests that time 

frames for what we consider to be delayed inter-institutional credit transfer need to be 

carefully considered alongside notions of system departure. This has implications for 

the sector – most higher education institutions in the UK have a five-year limit on the 

age of past credit considered for transfer (Di Paolo & Pegg, 2013).  

Similarly, utilisation of credit transfer and the role of study in the student’s future 

plans and aspirations may be linked to employers’ contributions to the costs of higher 

education. In the UK, the Open University’s extended recognition period for credit 

transfer has demonstrated that, given the opportunity, some students return to study 

a considerable period later in life (Di Paolo & Pegg, 2013).  

Thomas (2012) found that successful interventions to improve retention (and 

therefore prevent dropout) should be planned and informed by the following 

principles:  

1. Mainstream: interventions and approaches should be embedded into 

mainstream provision. An opt-out rather than opt-in approach should be the 

norm. Close attention should be paid to those who opt out.  

2. Proactive: activities should proactively seek to engage students, rather than 

waiting for a crisis to occur.  

3. Relevant: activities need to be informative, useful and relevant to students’ 

interests and aspirations. 

4. Well-timed and appropriate media: an appropriate balance between early 

engagement (which is essential) and phasing activities throughout time.  

5. Collaborative: activities should encourage collaboration and engagement with 

other students and staff.  

6. Monitored: extent and quality of students’ engagement should be monitored. 

If low-engagement is identified, follow-up action should be taken.  

Thomas (2012) also provided case studies as examples of good practice at three 

different times: pre-entry, induction and first year: 

1. Pre-entry: 

a. University of Hull (Mature students’ welcome lunch) Pre-entry event that 

integrates the social with the academic for students who have other 
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responsibilities. Students are grouped by programmes to give them the 

opportunity to build relationships with other students.  

b. University of Hull (study skills summer school) 2-day residential course 

open to new and continuing part-time and mature full-time students. It 

focuses on academic and transferable study skills combined with social 

elements.  

2. Induction 

a. Newcastle University (The T-shirt induction activity) students choose a 

group of people with similar interests with the hope of building strong working 

groups.  

b. Nottingham Trent University (Welcome Week) involves diverse activities 

that don’t have to include alcohol consumption. The university work jointly 

with the students union. 

c. Bangor University (Peer guides: students supporting students through 

transition and beyond) Second and third year students offer support to 

incoming students in all academic schools. Peers help with social 

integrations, library visits, modules selections.  

3. Teaching and Learning  

a. Newcastle University (Engineering teams) introduced a model of team 

working into the core curriculum for Level 1 students. The first day, students 

were split onto teams of five people with different background. Each group 

met with a tutor fortnightly.  

b. University of Sunderland (Problem-based learning in groups) intervention 

aims to impose structures that encourage early group formation and thus to 

facilitate academic interaction while also helping students to form social 

bonds. In addition the Department of Tourism, hospitality and Events 

organises a field trip during induction week. The trip aims to develop a sense 

of belonging to their cohort and become familiar with their environment.  

4. Academic Development and Support 

a. Oxford Brookes University. PASS (Personal & Academic Support System) 

is a group of tutorials that teach academic skills and build good working 

relationships between staff and students in a non-threatening environment so 

that working relationships develop naturally.  
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5. Friendship and peer support In the UK; some institutions try to foster social 

networks by peer mentoring and peer tutoring (Quinn, 2014). 

a. University of Sheffield (Students supporting students): one of the largest 

peer mentoring schemes in the UK. It aims to support the transition of 

students entering the university, reduce the likelihood of withdrawal in the 

first semester, and enhance students’ sense of belonging.  

b. University of Sunderland (the Sandbox studio) integrates social 

interactions with an academically focused environment. The room is designed 

to be comfortable and welcoming and have different types of entertainment 

(books, Xbox, etc.). 

c. University of Sunderland (curriculum-related fundraising activities) initiative 

aimed not only to raise funds for children’s charities relevant to the degree 

programme, but also to provide an environment that encouraged the 

formation of strong peer bonds (sense of identity).  

6. Professional services 

a. Anglia Ruskin University (Student advisers) student advisors are readily 

available to support students; they work closely with academic staff.  

Oxford Brookes University (PASS) See above (4a).  

Thomas’s research (2012) found that academic programmes with higher rates of 

retention tend to have strategies for early identification of students at risk of 

withdrawing and also provide timely and adequate support. She identified a number of 

activities that can be easily and usefully monitored to prevent students dropping out; 

for example: 

1. monitoring and reviewing institutional and programme level data as part of 

annual quality assurance processes to identify at risk students and plan 

strategies for improving retention  

2. monitoring student attendance in formal sessions   

3. monitoring engagement in other activities, such as library usage, personal 

tutoring or co-curricular activities   

4. monitoring submission of coursework  

5. student performance, especially in early assessments   

6. monitoring students during ‘at risk’ times, particularly immediately before and 

after Christmas in the first year   
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7. using informal contacts between staff and students to identify ‘at risk’ 

students  

Having a sense of belonging in HE is key to promoting academic and social 

engagement (Thomas 2012). The following elements were found to be fundamental in 

successful institutional approaches to promote belonging to the HEI:  

¶ supportive peer relations;  

¶ meaningful interaction between staff and students;  

¶ developing knowledge, confidence and identity as successful HE 

learners;  

¶ and HE experience that is relevant to interests and future goals.  

Policy changes in the UK have also affected drop-out rates. For instance, recent 

policy changes on HE fees may force students to live at home, to combine part time 

study with employment or postpone entering HE (entering later as mature students).  

Thomas’s research showed that these factors make it more difficult for students to 

fully participate and integrate and feel like they belong in HE, which can in turn impact 

on retention (Thomas, 2012). 
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1.3.2 Good practice in preventing drop out from HE: Transnational 

comparisons 

Germany and Italy have devoted time and energy to developing strategies to prevent 

drop out. Some strategies are at the national policy level, some at institutional level 

and some are the result of transnational projects.  

All of the countries recognise that activities with school children are important to 

prepare them for success at university. In Italy such projects home in on the last year 

of secondary school. For example the University of Cagliari runs project Orienta 

Università. Here through questionnaires and fora, students assess their needs and 

have guidance on university choice. Analysis of the questionnaires revealed that half 

of the young people were undecided about which college course to take. The project 

adopts a preventive strategy and seeks to provide more information to students, 

including through the use of simulations. In the UK, institut ions are working in close 

collaboration with schools starting from a younger age in order to provide support to 

targeted groups, for example students from postcodes which suggest educational 

disadvantage. 

As drop out is most likely to occur in the first year, Italian universities have designed 

specific programmes for first year students. For example the University of Padua aims 

to involve students at risk of dropout (evaluated through specific indicators, for 

example, failed exams) through various actions: statistical analysis; peer-tutoring and 

personalised interventions. 

German universities are reporting an alarming dropout rate in the so-called MINT-

topics (mathematics, computer science, natural science and technical subjects). The 

project Best-MINT supports Bavarian universities in the implementation of individual 

training and overlapping concepts to target a reduction in dropout rates. Special 

attention is given to the initial phase of studies with bridging courses, tutorials in basic 

subjects, audit monitoring or peer mentoring. 

The curriculum needs to be flexible to match the fluid nature of students’ lives. In 

Germany the “Lernraumsemester“ at Universität Hohenheim is a flexible learning 

semester. Bachelor’s degree students can tailor the study program according to their 

current situation. They can do an internship during their studies, go abroad, or 

prepare for entering the professional world by participating in work.  
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Italy and Germany recognise the significance of sustained mentoring right throughout  

the years of study. The emphasis in Italy appears to be on academic guidance. At the 

University of Macerata STAY IN aims to provide a comprehensive on-going guidance 

service, including e-guidance, to students to contribute to increasing their educational 

achievement. 

Pedagogic curricular innovation is also key to efforts to reduce drop out. In Germany 

the Quality Pact for Teaching offers institutions of higher education a broad spectrum 

of support in improving the conditions of study and teaching quality, tailored to 

specific local needs. 

The need for student support which responds to the diverse and changing needs of 

students and that is well integrated into the mainstream of university life is also 

recognised. This includes specific skills training, such as second language training 

and academic writing and facilities such as disability support. Counselling for anxiety 

and mental health issues is extremely important. In the University of Macerata the I 

CARE project teaches students the best way to study in order to avoid dropout, 

through a network of services such as psychosocial counselling. Careers advice is 

better developed in some countries than others. For example in Germany there are 

strong links between universities and employment agencies and between universities 

and the vocational sector. This will be explored further in Module 4.  
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1.3.3 Institutional strategies for preventing student dropout 

The NESET (Network of Experts on Social Aspects of Education and Training) has 

dealt on this subject in a report. For further information see 

http://nesetweb.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/2013-Drop-out-and-Completion-in-

Higher-Education-in-Europe-among-students-from-under-represented-groups.pdf 

This was a series of strategies proposed by Quinn (2013) for tackling the main 

causes of student dropout. These strategies are: 

1. Preparing Students for HE 

Clear information and guidance about subjects and their requirements 

2. Supporting students into HE 

‘Long thin’ induction programme integrated into mainstream provision 

3. Tracking student engagement with HE 

Monitoring student attendance and surveying progress 

4. Creating a more relevant and supportive curriculum 

Reorganising study load, reframing perspectives and content  

5. Creating more responsive pedagogies 

Prioritising a dialogic approach that respects student dif ference 

6. Fostering positive approaches to learning 

Promoting co-operative, self-regulated and goal setting learning 

7. Improving formative assessment 

Ensuring full and constructive feedback is given 

8. Improving student study skills 

Helping self-assessment, note-taking, academic writing 

9. Offering financial support to students 

Institutional grants and bursaries for disadvantaged students  

10. Offering personal support and counselling to students  

Psychological counselling and mental health networks 

11. Fostering student personal networks 

Peer mentoring and peer learning activities to promote belonging 

12. Targeting support for specific disciplines 

Providing supplemental instruction in Maths, Technology, Science 

13. Targeting support at specific groups of students 

Low income and first generation, ethnic minority, with disabilities 

http://nesetweb.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/2013-Drop-out-and-Completion-in-Higher-Education-in-Europe-among-students-from-under-represented-groups.pdf
http://nesetweb.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/2013-Drop-out-and-Completion-in-Higher-Education-in-Europe-among-students-from-under-represented-groups.pdf
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14. Demonstrating the future usability of Higher Education 

Links with industry, employers, linking theory and practice 

Suggested prompts: 

¶ Which aspects are considered most important in your institution and why? 

¶ Is there anything missing from this typology? 

1.3.4 Vignettes of initiatives for the prevention of student dropout 

1 Sheffield Mentors, University of Sheffield  

http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/ssid/mentoring 

This initiative focuses on helping students to belong, using the support of other 

students. 

The intervention Sheffield Mentors is regarded as one of the largest peer mentoring 

schemes in the country and holds the Approved Provider Standard from the 

Mentoring & Befriending Foundation – the UK’s national mentoring organisation. The 

scheme’s aims are to support the transition of students entering the University, 

reduce the likelihood of withdrawal in the first semester, enhance students’ sense of 

belonging and community and contribute to an enhanced overall package of student 

support in the University. Mentors help their mentees with a variety of issues ranging 

from managing time and workloads, being responsible for finances and learning to 

adapt to shared living/living away from home for the first time. Mentors receive 

ongoing training and development opportunities and many use the experience as part 

of their Sheffield Graduate Award (a prestigious award recognising the value of extra -

curricular activities and supported by many top employers). The scheme is managed 

centrally by the Student Services Department with a co-ordinator nominated in each 

department to support recruitment, vetting of mentors and awareness of the scheme. 

It is a university-wide project and operates in over 40 academic departments. It is 

available to all incoming undergraduate students within those departments and all 

mature students entering the University in any department. It is also now available for 

all care leavers and students who have been involved in the University’s COMPACT 

scheme (an outreach scheme for local students). Sheffield Mentors uses an online 

electronic hub resource manage the process. 
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Vignettes of Initiatives to Prevent Drop Out 

2 Best-MINT, Bavaria  

http://www.bildunginbayern.de/hochschule/abgeschlossene_projekte/best-mint.html 

This initiative prioritised a focus on STEM subjects. 

German universities are reporting an alarming dropout rate in the so-called MINT-

subjects (mathematics, computer sciences, natural sciences and technical subjects). 

As a result, engineering positions cannot be filled and the lack of suitable economic 

experts and managers is growing. The project Best-MINT (running from 2012 to 2015) 

supported Bavarian universities in the implementation of individual trainings and 

overlapping concepts to target a reduction in the dropout rates. Thirteen projects from 

Bavarian universities and colleges were selected to participate. They received 

financial and technical support for three years.  

Special attention was given to the initial phase of studies with bridging courses, 

tutorials in basic subjects, audit monitoring or peer mentoring where first successes 

have already been achieved. Aside from traditional learning methods, most 

universities take innovative teaching into account (e-learning, blended learning, just-

in-time teaching, peer mentoring). 

3 Think Sharp, University of Ghent 

https://www.ugent.be/bw/nl/faculteit/facultaire-diensten/fdo/monitoraat/think-sharp 

This university has prioritized study skills as summarized in the “Think Sharp” 

brochure given to all students. 

This is an excerpt from the brochure, P. 3: 

“Sharp Thinking? Maybe you are used to:  

¶ summarising everything;  

¶ considering everything equally important;  

¶ literally learning everything by heart;  

¶ learning page by page;  

¶ sticking to a page until you know it perfectly;  

¶ just learning for a test;  

¶ learning superficially;  

¶ waiting until the eve of the exam to start learning.  

http://www.bildunginbayern.de/hochschule/abgeschlossene_projekte/best-mint.html
https://www.ugent.be/bw/nl/faculteit/facultaire-diensten/fdo/monitoraat/think-sharp
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Even if this worked well before, it will not be enough at university! You will be 

confronted with:  

¶ larger quantities of subject matter;  

¶ more difficult subject matter; x faster lecture speed;  

¶ more self-study;  

¶ more freedom;  

¶ fewer tests.  

Dare to Think! You should therefore look for an efficient approach to studying! Do it 

on your own initiative. Start by going through this brochure as soon as possible and 

try out the method and techniques suggested. If you still have questions or wish to 

make any comments after having read this brochure, please contact your student 

counsellor.” 

P.5: “The idea is to combine positive motivation and interest with an active approach 

to studying so as to develop a positive-active study attitude. What is a positive-active 

study attitude? If you have a positive-active study attitude, you are a student who:  

¶ studies efficiently;  

¶ makes great effort;  

¶ has a flexible approach to studying;  

¶ plans well;  

¶ has an inquiring mind;  

¶ works independently;  

¶ dares to think critically;  

¶ perseveres.  

Why study with a positive-active attitude towards studying? Studying will be much 

easier if you are very motivated to follow the course and show great interest in the 

subjects. You will study more consciously and actively and will be more focused. In 

this way you will have correct information and realistic expectations about your 

courses. You will also develop an active approach to studying (an efficient study 

method and a realistic schedule). The idea is not to do as much as possible but to 

learn to use appropriate techniques. These skills make studying more pleasant, 

increase your chances of passing and will definitely also be to your advantage in your 

further career.  
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How do you develop a positive-active study attitude? You will develop a positive-

active attitude towards studying by working at your motivation, interest and approach 

to studying. The way in which you do that will become clear by applying the 

techniques and tips in this Think Sharp! Brochure.” 

4 Aarhus University Alumni Network 

https://alumner.au.dk/en/students/ 

https://alumner.au.dk/en/contact-us/about-aarhus-universitys-alumni-network/ 

This university prioritises helping students to see the future utility of their studies. This 

project matches students with relevant alumni who can give them support. This is an 

excerpt from the website encouraging students to join the network and find a mentor.  

“As a student, you often have a lot of questions that can only by answered by 

someone who has a little more experience than yourself. For example, do you have 

doubts about your education, do you need a mentor who can push you in the right 

direction or do you need to clarify what career opportunities are waiting for you when 

you graduate? As a member of Aarhus University's alumni network, you can connect 

with thousands of alumni who can help you find solutions to these challenges. 

Find career opportunities and employers worldwide 

Alumni know which challenges you face as a student - and after you graduate. Give 

them the opportunity to help you during your studies and prepare you for the job 

market. Find alumni with specific educations, nationalities, in specific companies, etc. 

in our member database. 

Our alumni portal connects you with alumni from more than 65 countries and in more 

than 4,000 different companies.” 

  

https://alumner.au.dk/en/students/
https://alumner.au.dk/en/contact-us/about-aarhus-universitys-alumni-network/
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2. Module 2: Student Self-Reflection Tool (SRT) 

2.1 Introduction 

Module 2: The Student Self-Reflection Tool (SRT) 

This module describes the main objectives and contents of the Self-Reflection Tool (SRT). 

It provides suggestions on how to present the SRT to advisors or others interested parties 

based on the information given here as well as by using the materials provided (handbook 

and PPT-slides). The training manual provides a short overview on the contents of SRT 

and implies an extensive list of references and literature accompanying the content as 

well as online tools. A more detailed description on the development process, 

operationalisation, standardisation and further background information with statistical data 

is documented in the handbook. The PowerPoint-Slides summarise the development 

process as well as the contents of SRT and visualise certain aspects. They can be used 

to guide through a presentation on the SRT. Both materials are available for download 

from www.prevdrop.eu in the download-section. 

2.1.1 Objectives and learning outcomes 

¶ Increased knowledge on the conceptual framework of the SRT 

¶ Increased knowledge on the measurements implemented in the SRT  

¶ Increased competence to make use of the materials provided to present the 

SRT  

  

http://www.prevdrop.eu/
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2.2 The Student Self Reflection-Tool (SRT) 

2.2.1 Objectives and conceptual framework of the SRT 

Self-reflection tools and online self-assessments are internet-based advisory and 

information instruments, which are conducive to self-examination (Hornke, Wosnitza & 

Bürger, 2013). The SRT aims at identifying the risks of students dropping out of their 

studies by using self-reflection and feedback and providing suitable information. The 

PrevDrop-SRT should basically help students to reflect anonymously on their study 

situation without time restrictions and in a structured manner. If various issues are 

identified, the objective is to facilitate low-threshold access to the guidance process by 

establishing early contact to university and non-university student advisory services.  

For student and career advisory services, the PrevDrop-SRT provides the opportunity for 

those seeking advice to allow counsellors to view their results in order to support the case 

history. 

The main question asked to students is “How are you?” Therefore the SRT should… 

¶ Help students to reflect on their current situation at university anonymously 

and free of time constraints  

¶ Provide a low-threshold offer into the advisory process 

¶ Provide compact information  

¶ Build early contact with support services in and out of univers ity 

Additionally personal advisors retrieve structured background information on the problem 

areas of the advice seeking students (see figure 1). 

 

Figure 1 The SRT process 
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The SRT basically assumes a theoretical concept of person-environment-interaction – 

with potential to adaptation and adjustment on both sides. Thus, the SRT implies variables 

in regard to the relation of students’ individual factors (person) and institutional factors of 

the university (environment). It is vital that, within such a concept, students and the 

institution of higher education do not oppose each other, but are interrelated. The way 

students perceive and evaluate the situation provides the guiding basis of their actions.. 

2.2.2 Development process 

The PrevDrop-SRT was developed in a multi-stage process in which all project partners 

participated, contributing their international expertise as student or careers advisers, 

researchers in the field of study dropout/academic success or members of an institution of 

higher education with intensive student contact (see figure 2). Furthermore, in the different 

phases of development, feedback from potential users was included, for example 

feedback obtained in discussions with academic advisers and counsellors at various 

information and training events.  

 

Figure 2 Development process 

A detailed description of the development process can be found in the SRT handbook.  
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2.2.3 Structure of the SRT 

The SRT comprises four modules (see also figure 3): 

1. My studies and I 

2. My university and I 

3. Don’t worry... 

4. My feedback 

The modules reflect the fundamental understanding of the interaction between individual 

characteristics of the students and the perception of the HE environment. 

Following a short introduction on the homepage and the data privacy statement, students 

are asked to provide basic information regarding themselves and their studies. The 

responses to these questions are optional; they are used for standardisation purposes 

and as basic information for student advisory services, and are later issued as part of the 

feedback form. 

 

Figure 3 The SRT structure 

After this page is closed, the users reach the menu, from which the other modules can be 

opened and completed in any order.  

Module 1 “My study and I” contains scales for self-evaluation of several individual study-

related attributes. 
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Module 2 “My university and I” contains scales regarding the academic framework for 

studying at the HEI from the viewpoint of the student. 

Module 3 “Don’t worry” contains 14 items on possible study-related worries of the student 

and serves to provide an overview of potential problem areas. 

In Module 4 “My feedback...”, the students can view their feedback for each module. 

A break can be taken between the modules; however, there should be no interruption 

within each individual module.  

2.2.4 Scales and content of SRT 

In the following, the scales implemented in the SRT are described. A more detailed 

description of the scale sources and construction process is documented in the handbook. 

The participants rate the statements in the SRT with the answer format '0 – strongly 

disagree ’to ‘5 – strongly agree’. The reason for using this format is that respondents have 

the option of rating items with a zero. The use of a zero also avoids an association with 

school grades. For the analysis and feedback, the values are recoded to a scale from 1 to 

6. 

2.2.4.1 Study organisation and teaching quality 

Study conditions and instruction quality constitute an important component of a 

university's 'supply'. A large proportion of quality control measures in HEI’s therefore 

involves evaluating this supply. Many studies have confirmed the necessity of creating 

high-quality study and learning conditions, showing that study conditions and, above all, 

the quality of instruction influence the (tendency) to drop out of studies and study 

satisfaction (Blüthmann, Lepa & Thiel, 2008; Blüthmann, Thiel & Wolfgramm, 2011; 

Georg, 2008; Herfter, Grüneberg & Knopf, 2015; Heublein et al., 2015; Larsen et al, 2013; 

Schiefele, Streblow & Brinkmann, 2007). The items reflect an evaluation of the study 

conditions from the point of view of students and include evaluative adjectives. 

2.2.4.2 Relevance to practical application 

In the context of universities' brief to prepare students for (working) life, the practical 

application of subject-related content has become a quality hallmark for study 

programmes and courses. According to various studies, the way in which students 

perceive this transfer of (theoretical) content can affect their studies (Bargel, 2015; 

Blüthmann, Lepa & Thiel, 2008; Heublein & Sommer, 2011; Georg, 2008). The items were 
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developed with a view to capturing the link between theory and practice from a student 

viewpoint. Here, practice is understood as working life, on the one hand, and general 

practical applications, on the other. 

2.2.4.3 Infrastructure 

The material and physical learning environment of an HEI can influence learning – e.g. the 

buildings, campus, library facilities, technical equipment and the way seminar rooms are 

arranged (Wosnitza, 2007; Hovdhaugen & Aamodt, 2009; Larsen et al., 2013). The pre-

test showed that a positive perception of the learning environment is signif icantly 

associated with study satisfaction. 

2.2.4.4 Independent organisation of studies 

Following the Bologna reform and the introduction of more structured study programmes, 

aspects related to students’ independence in organising and shaping their studies have 

repeatedly been a subject of discussion (for information on the perception of students, see 

Bargel, Heine, Multrus & Willige, 2014). On the one hand, for students, the freedom to 

shape their own learning reflects the freedom of research and instruction. To this effect, 

the goal of the education system and of institutions of higher education is also to develop 

the personality of young adults and their independence (e.g. Parsons & Platt, 1973; 

Grundmann, 2012). On the other hand, particularly at the beginning of their studies, 

students should not be left alone without any orientation.   

Educational research has shown that experiencing autonomy boosts motivation in 

different learning environments (Straka & Lenz, 2003; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Wosnitza, 

2000, 2007; Deutscher, 2012; Otto, Perels & Schmitz, 2015). The items were developed 

with a view to covering aspects related to self-responsibility and interest in organising 

one's own studies. In addition, one general item was implemented. 

2.2.4.5 Contact wirh lecturers 

The possibility of contacting instructors both during and outside of office hours plays an 

important role for students. Moreover, the type of contact and a student’s perception of the 

behaviour of lecturers are important and can affect study satisfaction (Wosnitza, 2007; 

Georg, 2008; Blüthmann, Thiel & Wolfgramm, 2011; Bargel, 2015; Blüthmann, Lepa & 

Thiel, 2008; Larsen et al., 2013). According to the findings of the pre-test, if this contact is 

perceived as being supportive, it boosts study satisfaction. On the other hand, if contact 

with lecturers is negligible, it can result in a tendency to drop out of studies.  
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2.2.4.6 Relationships and cooperation among students 

During his or her studies, a student's contact with fellow students is crucial for several 

reasons. For example, students provide each other with emotional support, informally 

exchange information or learn together – all factors that are conducive to studying. The 

construct of social integration has been intensively explored in study dropout research 

since Spady (1970) and Tinto (1975). Due to different operationalisations, its influence on 

various criteria of study dropout is not entirely clear; however, many studies have revealed 

an association (Gold, 1988; Beil, 1999; Schiefele, Streblow & Brinkmann, 2007; Bargel, 

2003; Halpin, 1990; Pascarella & Terrenzini, 1980; Heublein et al., 2010; Larsen et al., 

2013; Müller & Schneider, 2012). The understanding of the construct of social integration 

implemented here is exclusively related to the integration of students in their network of 

fellow students. The pre-test revealed an association between the criteria tendency to 

drop out of studies and, in particular, study satisfaction. 

2.2.4.7 Identification with university and course 

Various theoretical and empirical conceptions of study dropout encompass identification 

with the subject and the department as influencing factors (e.g. Heublein et al., 2010, 

2014). Identification with the university itself seems to be of less importance. Both of these 

system levels and their identity-building perception correlated strongly with study 

satisfaction in the pre-test. 

2.2.4.8 Knowledge and self-evaluation with regard to my studies  

Several research studies have proven that a high degree of self-efficacy – i.e. conviction 

that one is competent at one's studies – predicts various academic success criteria such 

as academic performance, study satisfaction and study dropout (Perez, Cromley & Kaplan 

2013; Heublein et al. 2010; Schiefele, Streblow & Brinkmann, 2007; Lent, Brown & Larkin, 

1986). This conviction is even more significant if students are also well informed about 

their studies and the demands placed upon them. In summary, the construct is 

represented by the sentence "I know what is required of me and I know what I am capable 

of". In the pre-test, the factor correlated positively with study satisfaction.  
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2.2.4.9 Perceived stress 

This factor is related to the social costs arising from excessive efforts and stress during an 

individual’s studies. A study situation that is perceived as being stressful and a workload 

requiring extensive effort lower the criteria related to academic success (Perez, Cromley & 

Kaplan, 2013; Ströhlein 1983; Bargel, 2003; Georg, 2008). The pre-test also shows an 

association between the perception of a high burden during studies and the criterion 

tendency to drop out of studies. 

2.2.4.10  University studies as intellectual challenge 

As described, one goal of studying can be personality development. Insights gained from 

the contents of a study programme can foster students' intellectual development 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980). However, if students do not perceive their studies as 

intellectually demanding, this might indicate that they are under-challenged, thus 

increasing their tendency to drop out (for more information on excessive demands, see 

Herfter, Grüneberg & Knopf, 2015). This finding was confirmed in the pre-test. 

2.2.4.11 Emotional support from family and friends 

Several research studies have shown that family circumstances and friends outside of 

university are factors that can impact an individual's studies (Heublein et al., 2010; Gold, 

1988; Lessard, 2014). Besides personal tragedies or commitments – e.g. the obligation to 

take care of relatives (see worries module) – the private sphere can also provide 

emotional support, which is particularly helpful in periods of stress during studies. The pre-

test confirmed that study satisfaction is related to the perception of a high degree of 

support from friends and family. 

2.2.4.12  Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation  

Educational choices are increasingly explained with expectancy-x-value theories (e.g. 

Watt et al., 2012; Breen, Van de Werfhorst & Meier, 2014). This involves weighing up 

convictions about one's capabilities, the subjective probability of success and the 

subjective value of a task (in this case the studies) in an opportunity-cost analysis. The 

value of a task can be divided into intrinsic value components, based on the concept of 

intrinsic motivation of Deci and Ryan (1985), and extrinsic benefits. Intrinsic motivation 

means that studying, including the content of the study programme, is an end in itself and 

that the incentive to take on the task (e.g. to learn) comes from within the student. Central 

elements of intrinsic motivation are interest in the subject, joy of learning and 
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determination to overcome content-related challenges. Extrinsic motivation reflects the 

utility of the studies; the incentive to take on the task is the expected study outcome. 

Students are motivated to conduct study-related activities, e.g. to learn, by the grades 

they achieve, social comparisons, the graduation certificate they obtain and, in particular, 

the economic benefits and benefits for their careers. These two types of motivation are not 

necessarily mutually exclusive; they can exist simultaneously.  

Research has sufficiently proved the positive impact of intrinsic motivation on studying 

(Heublein et al., 2010, Perez, Cromley & Kaplan 2013; Larsen et al. 2013; Blüthmann 

2012; Georg, 2008; Blüthmann, Lepa & Thiel, 2008). Although extrinsic motivation has a 

weaker influence on the success of learning, there is no consensus in the literature on the 

exact direction and its interaction with intrinsic motivation. Based on the pre-test, for the 

PrevDrop-SRT, we assumed that moderate extrinsic motivation is conducive to studying, 

but that when motivation to study is mainly driven by external stimuli, it is detrimental to 

study satisfaction. Additional aspects of motivation, e.g. altruism or work avoidance, were 

not included as they partly relate to a specific discipline.  

2.2.4.13 Certainty about chosen studies 

The decision to study a specific study programme at a specific HEI is the starting point in 

the temporal structure of the phenomenon of study dropout. All of the subsequent study-

related actions and, in turn, subjective perceptions are based on this decision and 

dependent on the chosen path (Georg, 2008). For this reason, a high degree of certainty 

about the choice of a course of studies is an important indicator for the subjectively 

perceived ‘right’ path. A low degree of certainty regarding the choice of a course of 

studies, on the other hand, increases the risk of dropping out (Heublein et al., 2010). This 

finding was confirmed in the pre-test. 

2.2.4.14 Knowledge about career prospects 

Having a clear idea of the potential career prospects after studying can provide students 

with valuable orientation (Georg, 2008; Heublein, 2010; Herfter, Grüneberg & Knopf, 

2015). In addition to identifying with the subject they study, if students identify "[...] with the 

job profile and the career prospects [...], it will considerably help them to complete the 

respective course of studies successfully “(Heublein et al., 2010, p. 28, translation PN). A 

clear vision of the career prospects can also positively affect the criterion study 

satisfaction. The items refer to the content and conditions of the later occupation.   
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2.2.4.15 Learning strategies: reflection and adjustment 

Reflecting on one's learning process and regulating it has a positive effect on the learning 

outcome. Regulating the learning process has the aim of being able to flexibly adapt to the 

requirements of a task. Reflection involves assessing the methods that accompany the 

learning process (Wosnitza, 2000). 

2.2.4.16 Concentration abilities 

The ability to concentrate is of crucial importance, in particular for the type of self-

organised learning processes that largely characterise learning in HEI’s (Nenniger, 1999). 

It enables students to smoothly process information in a focused manner. 

2.2.4.17 Emotional stability / worries and doubt 

Overall emotional stability can influence an individual's studies, as proven in the 

longitudinal study by Gold (1988) in particular. Emotional stability was also identified as a 

study-relevant factor in the advisor study (see handbook). The construct is divided into a 

positive facet (emotional stability) and a negative facet (worries and doubt). 

2.2.4.18 (Lack of) self-discipline 

Overall self-discipline as a facet of the personality dimension 'conscientiousness' can 

affect both the academic performance of students and their tendency to drop out of their 

studies (Deutscher, 2012). This characteristic was also mentioned repeatedly in the 

advisor study (see handbook). The construct is divided into a positive facet 'self-

organisation' and a negative facet 'lack of self-discipline'. 

2.2.4.19 Willingness to work hard and determination 

General pursuit of performance as a facet of the personality dimension 

'conscientiousness' can affect both the academic performance of students and their 

tendency to drop out of their studies (Deutscher, 2012). This characteristic was also 

mentioned repeatedly in the advisor study (see handbook) The construct is divided into a 

positive facet 'determination' and a negative facet 'lack of willingness to work hard'. 
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2.2.4.20  Study-related worries 

In a special module, the participants are presented with a list of the most frequent problem 

areas. They specify the extent to which each area is an issue of concern for them. The list 

has been compiled as thoroughly as possible in order to provide an overview of the 

potential areas in which counselling is required. In this module, there is a deliberate focus 

on the potentially negative perception of 'worries' rather than using formulations that focus 

on the desire for change. When respondents are asked to express their desires, they do 

so on the basis of varying initial states – all specific situations can be improved. For 

example: "I would like more money to finance my living costs." Asking about worries 

results in deeper reflection and a more intensive analysis of one's own situation: "I'm 

worried about how to finance my living costs."   

2.2.5 Feedback 

The SRT participants can view the feedback to each module they have completed in the 

section “My feedback”. A description regarding the relevance of the construct for the study 

situation is provided for each scale (see Figure 4 for an example taken from the study 

organisation and teaching quality scale). 

 

Figure 4 Example of scale feedback 

 

Based on the standardisation (see SRT handbook), the user data is also represented 

alongside in a diagram and assigned to the lower, middle or upper area (see Figure 5).  

 

Figure 5 Feedback bar 
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The mark on each bar depicts the value determined from the information given by the 

students. The value is not represented numerically in order to avoid confusion. The areas 

are explained for the students as follows: 

Green area: You have assessed yourself somewhat higher in comparison to other 

students. We are glad that you are satisfied with this area.  

Yellow area: Your information has placed you in the average range in comparison to other 

students. If your responses have placed you in this area for several categories and you 

feel the need to talk about these issues, then do not hesitate to contact the student and 

careers advisory services of your higher education institution.  

Red area: We recommend that you make an appointment to talk to your student or career 

advisor, as your results are in the lower range of this area in comparison to other 

students; this indicates a need for counselling. 

Following the graphic representation of the results of the module ‘My studies and I’ and 

‘My university and I’, feedback on the ‘Don’t worry’ module and the demographic details 

are represented more descriptively, particularly for study and career advisers. 

In order to assist students requiring counselling to find the right contact partner, advisory 

services for or at each HEI site nation-wide are listed at the end of the feedback. 

Information and offers that apply specifically to only one institution cannot be given for 

organisational and technical reasons. 

The feedback can be printed and stored.  
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2.3 Opportunities and limitations of the SRT 

Depending on the distribution (see 4 SRT and advisory use), a huge number of 

students could be reached and activate reflection processes. However, beside the 

identification of drop-out risks other positive effects are expected: The reflection process 

could also be positive for the participating student and provide a confirmatory process for 

the study choice. The medium and platform makes the acceptance and easy accessibility 

of the internet usable for advisory purposes and target oriented support for contact with 

support and advisory services. 

Compared to common student (satisfaction) surveys students benefit directly with their 

participation in the SRT by getting a feedback on their statements, whereas student 

surveys only serve as controlling tools for the universities and provide improvements only 

for future students. 

But the tool has some limitations as well: It is based on self-reports of students, and, such 

as, each interpretation of the results has to bear potential attributions and tendencies 

toward social desirability in mind (Wosnsitza & Beltmann, 2012). As described in the 

theory the SRT measures a subjective evaluation of the student situation, so it implies no 

“objective“ measurement like administrative data, e.g. on grades. 

Another issue is the online-setting: Missuse, e.g. by false answers is possible, but being a 

self-reflection tool, participants would only distort their own feedback. The online-setting 

also means that no ‘clean‘ diagnostic measurement can be assumed (e.g. because of 

large number of factors and the uncontrolled online-setting). The student statements 

provide hints to potential problem areas that should be analysed in more detail in a face-

to-face discussion. The SRT includes explicit hints on this issue. 
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2.4 SRT and advisory use 

On the one hand, it is the aim of the PrevDrop-SRT to make students who are having 

difficulties in certain study-related areas aware of these problem areas and the advisory 

possibilities. On the other, the results of the SRT should provide information to support the 

advisory process. However, SRT is not a psychological diagnostic technique and should 

not be used as a stand alone tool if possible, but rather it should be used as part of a 

more holistic counselling approach. 

Precisely because the advisory and support provisions of each higher education institution 

differ, scale-based recommendations and possible referrals to an advisory service should 

be made individually.  

There are different ways of distributing the SRT: 

(a) Students are directed to the SRT by student advisor before advisory  

(b) Students are directed to the SRT by student advisor during advisory 

(c) Students find the SRT via Link on a homepage and seeks advisory 

afterwards 

(d) The university recommends the SRT to students 

How the SRT is distributed and implemented should be adjusted to each universities 

needs and counselling concept. 

The next training module (3) provides useful suggestions on how to build a 

counselling concept on the results of the SRT. 
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3. Module 3: Counselling concepts 

3.1 Student counselling – Introduction to the training 

manual 

To help students provide a successful completion of their studies is the core task of 

student counselling. Based on his long-term experience in the field of study 

counselling, Stefan Prange (2015, p.3) considers the following factors as contributing 

significantly to the success or failure of studying: 

¶ “A positive and personal relationship to the subject-specific core of the 

discipline. (…) 

¶ A positive relationship to the core of the vocational field that is related to the 

academic degree. (…) 

¶ Prior educational knowledge eases the first steps in the studies respectively 

eases the willingness to adjust oneself to a specific catch-up programs [S.L.]. 

(…) 

¶ Learning strategies, working methods, self-organisation, openness and 

expectancy of success. (…) 

¶ Control of exam anxiety respectively a justified expectancy of success. (…) 

¶ Successful coping with failure experiences. (…) 

¶ A social environment that allows making new relationships, namely the 

relationship to the study discipline. (…) 

¶ Living conditions that allow focusing on the studies. (…) 

¶ Involvement in study-related groups. (…)” 

These factors were confirmed by numerous studies in Germany. The risk of failure 

increases with: 

¶ Lack of interest on the field of study (Unger et al. 2009, Blüthmann et al. 2008) 

¶ Extrinsic motives, aspiration for career, high income and status in comparison 

with intrinsic motives (Sarcletti 2011, Heublein et al. 2010, Blüthmann et al. 

2008) 

¶ Being unable to cope with formal requirements, if study-related meta 

competences such as learning strategies or time management are missing 

¶ Being unable to cope with wealth of study material and exams (Bargel et al. 

2012)  
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Andreas Sarcletti and Sophie Müller (2011) term the following factors as essential 

determinants for studying success: 

¶ Security of academic achievement, anticipated costs and educational benefits, 

educational motivation and risk of capital expenditure 

¶ Coping strategies, perceived self-efficacy, attribution style, development of a 

vocational self-concept, personal identity,  

¶ Academic cultural and social practices in accordance with social -class-specific 

patterns of thinking, perception and action 

¶ Social and cultural integration 

All authors agree on the complexity and multi-causality of study dropouts. All 

empirical analyses show that seldom a single factor causes the dropout. Rather, the 

decision for dropout is the result of several motives and causes, which may vary in 

severity, but can mutually reinforce each other (Heublein et al. 2010). Secondly, there 

is consensus on the processuality of dropout. Dropout is not the result of a 

spontaneous and short-term decision, but the consequence of a prolonged process of 

decisions and consideration. The different influence factors accumulate to a complex 

of problems that makes the dropout appear inevitable. Many aspects conditioning 

dropout are based on the pre-higher education phase of life (Heublein 2014).  

Based on these findings the Erasmus + project "PrevDrop" developed three 

approaches for the early detection of dropouts, preventive counselling and 

counselling for the transition to work. These approaches shall merge chronologically.  

The group of ZAB consult GmbH developed a "Student Self-Reflection Tool" (SRT), 

which can be used anonymously and online by students. Students have access to a 

self-assessment questionnaire providing information on their dropout risk and its 

causes.  If necessary, students are requested to visit a counselling office. 

In parallel, counsellors of the HfWU developed consulting concepts for dropout risk 

factors provided that the factors are amenable for changes through counselling. 

Therefore counselling approaches focus on individual psychological dispositions such 

as study motivation, motives and values, self -confidence and self-control, social-

class-specific patterns of thinking, perception and action and procrastination as well 

as skills like vocational orientation, learning styles and learning methods, social 

integration, social competences and decision making. 
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The following figure 1 gives an overview of the compatibility of the counselling 

concepts with the SRT scales. 

Figure 1: Factors of SRT and counselling concepts 

SRT factor Counselling concept 

Study organisation and teaching quality None 

Practice orientation None 

Infrastructure None 

Autonomy of study organisation None 

Supportive contact to teachers Social Integration 

Cultural Capital 

Inhibiting contact to teachers Social Integration 

Cultural Capital 

Contact and collaboration of students Social Integration 

Cultural Capital 

Identification with the university and 
department 

Motivation, motives, values 

Social Integration 

Cultural Capital 

Intrinsic motivation Vocational orientation 

Motivation, motives, values 

Extrinsic motivation Vocational orientation 

Motivation, motives, values 

Knowledge and self-appraisal in relation to 
my studies 

Vocational orientation 

Self Concept 

Certainty in the choice of studies Vocational orientation 

Knowledge about vocational perspectives Refer to agency for employment 

Perceived stress Motivation, motives, values 

Studies as intellectual challenge None 

Learning strategies: reflection and Learning style 
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regulation 

Ability to concentrate Procrastination 

General worries and doubts Self Concept 

Emotional stability Self Concept 

Missing self discipline Procrastination 

Self-organisation Procrastination 

Missing effort of willingness Vocational orientation 

Motivation, motives, values 

Determination Motivation, motives, values 

Emotional support of the social environment Cultural capital 

 

The following chapters 2 - 9 are designed for counsellors at universities and 

employment agencies to look up, be it for refreshing counselling knowledge or finding 

suggestions for appropriate counselling tools or dealing study-relevant factors for the 

first time. 
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3.2 Vocational orientation 

3.2.1 Meaning of the attribute for studies dropout 

For an optimal entry into a profession, it is really important that students develop an 

individual career concept from the beginning of their studies, also called ‘vocational 

orientation’. As an association with a chosen field of study develops, the likelihood of 

dropout from studies decreases. At the beginning of their studies, just a few students 

will have an idea of what their qualifications will be when they finish and, even at the 

end of their studies, just a few will have developed an adequate career concept. 

About 18% of university dropouts do not feel connected with their fields of study and 

associated professional pathways. They abandon their studies due to a lack of 

motivation (Heublein et al. 2010, P. 6). 

Definition 

The topic of vocational orientation has become increasingly important due to the 

greater number of options from which to choose. Schiersmann et. al (2008) states 

that “standardised educational and professional trajectory are becoming less 

important. The individuals face the challenge of creating their respective educational 

and professional biographies to a large extent, individually and on their own 

responsibility. This starts with the decision of the school career, continues with  the 

choice of a vocation or a field of study, until the participation in further training”. 

According to Lang-von-Wins and Triebel (2012, p. 10): “orientating oneself in regards 

to one’s own path, has become an important existential necessity at a time in which 

the personal freedom of choices is bigger at least in the western industrialised 

societies, than we could have ever guessed before. The freedom to choose is at the 

same time a burden: it requires diverse and continuous orientation processes, which 

presuppose a good knowledge of one’s own strengths and preferences”. 

3.2.2 Preferable change in the development of attributes 

Students usually look for counselling when they are not motivated enough to put in 

any more of the effort required for successful graduation. They complain about the 

discrepancies between their own expectations and the study content, they do not 

recognise how they will apply what they have learnt in their future, and they lack 

perspective. 
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During counselling, personal goals and professional perspectives are developed 

together with the student and concrete action steps are derived. An essential element 

in the process is the recognition of the characteristic interests, skills and tendencies 

in order to build a good fit between personal profile, field of study and possible 

professional fields. 

3.2.3 Sequence of interventions 

Step 1: Actual-state analysis 

At the beginning of the counselling process, an actual-state analysis of vocational 

orientation takes place by means of specific questions: 

Do you know what your professional options will be when you finish your studies?  

What occupation would you like to pursue? 

Which of your skills and interests would you like to incorporate within your chosen 

profession? 

Step 2: Personal location determination 

This step aims to build recognition of one’s own interests, tendencies, values and 

motives. The results are compiled into a profile so that an individual path can be 

developed from there and concrete steps can be derived.  

For personal location determination, the following methods can be applied: 

¶ Personal characteristics 

¶ The party (Holland code) 

¶ My values 

¶ My motivation to study 

¶ Wheel of motives 

¶ Success story 

¶ Aha-effect 

¶ Life stages 

¶ Exploration of interests 

¶ Celebration of 90th birthday 
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Step 3: Alternatives as decision-making tools 

By means of the profile created previously, some ideas will be developed through 

these methods, such as brainstorming and writing, which will determine which fields 

of study and professional perspectives would be appropriate for the person. These 

will be addressed during counselling and assigned as homework. The social 

environment can serve as a support in this step. 

Questions and possible answers in the attachment under “first interview vocational 

orientation” 

Description of the methods and worksheet templates in the attachment under 

“methods 

Depending on the ideas discussed, and to which extent the field of study is 

appropriate, an alternative field of study may be determined during the following step.  

Step 4: Decision making 

Alternative approaches and methods will be introduced in the chapter “Decision-

making”. 

Step 5: Developing an implementation strategy 

After decisions have been made, as per the previous steps, strategies will be 

developed to reach the desired goals. These may include research of alternative 

fields of study, counselling visits, writing applications etc, but also concentrating on 

the current field of study, if this was determined as the most appropriate path when 

developing the profile.  
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3.3 Self-Concept 

3.3.1 Meaning of a dysfunctional self-concept for dropout of studies 

The academic self-concept occupies a meaningful role as predictor for academic 

performance. It is questionable if the self-concept influences the performance (self-

enhancement model) or if the performance influences the self -concept (skill-

development-model) (Helmke/van Aken 1995). It is assumed that both modes are 

possible.  In order to create an appropriate intervention for those who are skeptical of 

the studies, it is reasonable, according to the self-enhancement-model, to turn to the 

self-concept. Stiensmeier-Poster and Schöne (2008, p. 71) prove that the capability of 

the self-concept has physical effects on the well-being. In that way, people with a low 

self-concept capability, along with failures, can show depression. In summary, it can 

be derived from diverse studies that the self -concept occupies an important role in the 

academic context: 

¶ It promotes learning processes (Dickauser 2006)  

¶ It has an impact on the motivation and efficiency (Stiensmeier-Pelster/Schöne 

2008) 

¶ It influences the election of profession and studies (Filipp 2006)  

¶ It determines the physical well-being (Stiensmeier-Pelster/Schöne 2008) 

The dysfunctionality of the self-concept can also be expressed, among other things, 

through a failure-oriented attribution. The influence of external and internal attribution 

respectively, has an impact when coping with study requirements. Leichsenring et al. 

(2011) shows that students with internal attributions scored higher results in the 

SACQ (Student Adaption to College Questionnaire) than those students who were in 

the most external side of the Locus of Control scale. The more intense the feeling of 

personal control over the academic performance, the better the adaptation to the 

university, especially in the academic and emotional areas. Also, according to Bean 

and Eaton (2000), the attribution theory delivers a helpful exp lanation for studies of 

dropout since it is all about to which extent a person believes in their own effort to 

reach a goal, or rather, reaching such a goal is out of one’s control. Students who 

believe that the performance of their studies depend on their  own abilities, efforts and 

willingness to learn have better results than those who consider external factors such 
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as the scope of the work or the studying conditions as responsible for their results. 

(Sarcletti 2011)  

3.3.1.1 Dysfunctional Self-Concept 

The self-concept is a mental representation of the own person and it includes all 

perceptions, assessments and appraisements that concern oneself. (Moschner 2001). 

New approaches, like that of Shavelson, Hubner and Stanton (1976) describe the self-

concept as a multidimensional and hierarchical model. According to its conception, the 

global self-concept is made up by an academic and non-academic self-concept.  

The capability of self-concept or academic self-concept is one part of the general self-

concept and it includes the subjective assessment that is the cognitive representation of 

one’s capabilities. The capability of self-concept is a decisive factor for the learning 

behavior, the learning performance and the learning success. Differences are height (“I 

am really good at Math”), structure (“I am better in Math than in German”) and stability (“I 

am definitely not good at Math and it will stay that way”) (Stiensmeier-Pelster/Schöne 

2008). 

The following figure illustrates the influence factors for the genesis of the self-concept. 

  

Figure 2: Own representation 
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The dysfunctionality of the self-concept becomes clear in the study, when goals and 

performance are not reached or achieved or when the self-concept does not meet the 

study requirements. The symptoms for the consequences of a low self-concept can be 

poor performance, failing exams, lack of motivation, procrastination, excuses for bad 

grades, generalization and depressive humor.  

3.3.1.2 Dysfunctionality in the form of a failure-oriented attribution 

The attributions describe which causes are developed for an activity or an event. It is a 

matter of thoughts and convictions from actors or observers that are linked with one 

another, which are correspondingly known as control cognitions. It is also about the 

allocation of responsibility for the consequences of an action, as well as the expectations 

that a person has, regarding the verifiability of their environment – which influence do I 

have on my own performance? In this sense, the individual predominant attribution is on 

one side retrospective on the research of causes as well as prospective in matters of the 

own representations concerning a future probability of success (or failure). 

The causal attributions can vary in relation to three main dimensions: 

 1. Location: Internality vs. Externality (cause of the initial situation depends on the 

person or is determined by circumstances outside the person), 

 2. Stability: Stability vs. Variability (the cause is time-outlasting or time-limited), 

 3. Globality: Globality vs. Specificity (the cause is effective in different situations or just 

in a specific situation) 

On a failure-oriented attribution, the reason for failure is perceived as internal, global and 

stable. Failure is also attributed to internal causes (own inability) and success to external 

causes (for example, luck). Such an attribution damages the self-worth and it is related to 

with pessimistic thinking, which are typical for depression. Failure-oriented people look for 

very easy or sometimes very difficult activities and thus avoid realistic feedback of their 

own capabilities, since the realistic feedback only reflects the capabilities they consider as 

low. They set unrealistic high or low goals so that they do not have to attribute their 

failures to their capabilities. Failure-oriented people avoid performance situations. In 

success-oriented attribution, the cause for failure is perceived as external, specific and 

unstable. Those who attribute success to themselves and failure to others or the 

circumstances usually look for activities of lower grade of difficulty, because these provide 

the most information about their own capability. Success-oriented people set themselves 
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realistic goals and they usually reach them, which leads to a positive self-image. This has 

a positive impact on the self-worth and it is usually found on people with a pronounced 

achievement motivation. They attribute success to their own competence and failure to 

external factors or insufficient effort, they look for challenges. 

3.3.2 Desirable change 

The aim of counselling is positively changing the self-concept of advice-looking students. 

That means, the parts of self-concept that cause the dropout or increase the probability, 

should be changed. Positive changes of self-concept can happen, when the following 

conditions are met: 

¶ Positive feedback usually happens over a longer period of time 

¶ It can be attributed to one’s own capabilities or efforts 

¶ There are possibilities of interpretation for example, interpreting the area of 

failure as tighter than expected. 

¶ They can be combined with positive experiences, which are gathered in 

positive-elaborated or low-elaborated areas of life (“Strengths”, “Interests”) -> 

Compensation procedures that enable the composition of a positive 

perspective as a new basic experience.  

¶ Goal-oriented person 

For the advice-seeking person to act successfully, the development of a success-oriented 

attribution style is needed: 

¶ External, unstable and specific attribution in causes of failure 

¶ Internal, stable and global attribution in causes of failure 
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3.3.3 Possible process of intervention 

Session 1 – Problem detection, order clarification and procedure declaration 

After problem detection and order clarification, the reason leading to study doubts will be 

isolated. Through questions, the magnitude of the dysfunctional self-concept and the 

dominant attribution will be determined. At the end of the first session, a mutual overview 

will be prepared with the help of emotion cards. In addition, the student gets homework to 

visualise different influence factors for their self-concept in the form of a system-structure 

drawing for example or a lifeline.  

Depending on what the student expresses and emphasises within the framework of the 

detection of the dysfunctional self-concept, it will be decided after the first session if the 

processing of the dysfunctional self-concept will be determined through a systematic 

biography work or through re-attribution training. 

Synchronisation: In the first phase, it is mainly about getting to know them and the 

creation of a trusting, valuable and empathic foundation. Of particular importance is 

helping the students change their perspective (from “problem” to “not a problem”) and to 

that effect to confirm, that it was the right decision to seek counselling. Through the new 

perspective of the problem, new motivations can be worked out. (Bamberger 2010) 

As question types, the most appropriate ones are open questions, scaling questions and 

W-questions like what, why, when).  

Approach and concern: What was the reason that the student sought counselling? (Self-

initiative, recommendation from fellow students/parents/teachers… others). Which are the 

issues that motivated the student to seek counselling, for which he needs support? 

Order clarification: What should be concretely done and achieved during counselling? 

(contract formation, transparency of counseling / frame conditions, description of the flow 

of the counselling sessions, professional secrecy) 

Detection of the dysfunctional self-concept: 

¶ What is success and failure for you? 

¶ What are your interests and abilities? 

¶ In which situations do you show these abilities and in which do you not? 

¶ What are your “mottos” in life? (dogmas) 

¶ Why do you think you have passed exam X but not exam Y? 
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¶ How probable is it that you will finish your studies successfully (in %)?  

¶ What do your parents/friends/teachers say about your studies? 

¶ How do you deal with new challenges/ resistances? 

¶ How confident are you that you will succeed next time? 

¶ To what do you attribute failing or passing an exam? 

¶ What are your motivations to keep learning when you do not approve an 

exam? 

¶ Which capabilities support you when coping with difficulties? 

¶ Which strategies do you use when you know you have to master something 

new? What comes to your mind? 

¶ How do you estimate the performance requirements? 

¶ What are the strengths and weaknesses related to your studies? 

¶ How happy are you with yourself? 

¶ How relaxed or worried do you feel about your studies? 

In case it becomes clear through at stage that the causes for failure lay in areas like 

family, opinions from friends, cultural influences, etc., the biography work can be used. In 

contrast, if the answers reveal causes that are related to performance, the 

recommendation is the use of re-attribution training. 

Homework: System-structure drawing or lifeline.  

3.3.3.1 Systemic biography work 

Session 2 – Introduction to the systemic biography work, achievements.  

Discussing homework: Working out facilitators (positive and negative) as well as goals 

and achievements. Depending on the method used in the homework, the student should 

subsequently talk about some mottos or formative statements of the corresponding 

persons from the system-structure drawing as well as the different negative supporters in 

the different life stations. These will be written down in the life line or in the system-

structure drawing. In order to work with these statements, the look-and-convert method 

can be used. (The Work) 

Here it is focused more on the exploration. That means who/what formed the 

dysfunctional self-concept of the student. 
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Highlight previous achievements (success story). Homework: small achievements 

(experiment) with an achievements diary.  

Session 3 – Reframing   

Deliberate achievements diary (are achievements visible for the student and who are 

these attributed to?) 

Reframing: Reinterpretation of negative thoughts, difficulties and problems. 

Homework: Achievements diary.  

Tip: This step should be repeated until the student is able to recognise their 

achievements. If the student does not attribute the achievements to themselves, then the 

adoption of re-attribution training should be considered. 

Session 4 – Target visualisation 

Discuss homework and work out achievements. Appraisal! 

Work out goals and visualise them. 

Homework: Experiment (being brave and trying) 

Session 5 – Target visualisation II 

Discuss homework and work out achievements. Appraisal! 

Deliberate achievements diary. 

Homework: Work out goals (visualisation or cards) 

Session 6 – Achievements and goals 

Transfer achievements into goals, conclusion. 

3.3.3.2 Re-attribution training 

Session 2 – Introduction to the re-attribution training, modelling and realistic goal-

setting / milestones. 

The student and the counsellor explore situations in which the student succeeded or failed 

in the previously discussed problematic – how are the attributions for the causes of 

success or failure? Ideally, in this step, results gathered in the previous exercises will be 

structured. Lifeline or system-structure drawing. (Homework of session 1). In this session 

it is mainly about stimulating the student to think about his own attribution. It is therefore 
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meaningful to reveal “function and benefit” of attributions. (Causal attribution is according 

to self-concept or self-preservation). Furthermore, this will be clarified through the work 

and courses- of action approaches, as well as the possibilities and limits of re-attribution 

training. Finally, the introduction to training through modelling and realistic goal-setting 

takes place.  

Session 3 – Self-assessment and positive affirmations 

Self-assessment and self-declaration by students with commentaries by the counsellor. 

Building positive affirmations, if necessary, from mottos from the first session. Finally, new 

goal-setting. 

Session 4 – Operant methods and self-efficacy 

Self-assessment and self-efficacy declaration by students with commentaries from the 

counselor. Exercise for self-efficacy. Finally, new goal-setting. 

Session 5 – Operant methods and individual responsibility 

Self-assessment and self-efficacy declaration by students with commentaries from the 

counselor. Exercise for individual responsibility. Finally, new goal-setting. 

Methods and instruments for treatment of a dysfunctional self-concept 

¶ Success story (creation of positive experiences and awareness creation of one’s 

own possibilities) 

¶ System-structure drawing 

¶ Reframing (reinterpretation) 

¶ Lifeline  

¶ Achievements diary 

¶ Re-attribution training with modeling and operant commentaries 

¶ Exercise for development of positive affirmations 

¶ Exercise for self-efficacy 

¶ Exercise for individual responsibility 
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3.4 Decision-making 

3.4.1 Meaning of decision-making for dropout of studies 

Decision-making ability in this context will not be observed in terms of a personality 

attribute. Therefore, decisions will not be made in terms of a “decision-making deficit” that 

need to be improved in the course of training. In this guide, a number of approaches will 

be introduced to accompany decision-making processes and contribute toward any 

additional assistance requirements or redirections.  

The objective of these approaches is to provide solid and durable decision-making. Within 

the scope of this article it is assumed that a decision meets these criteria if it is 

consistently cognitive for the student and it matches his/her current situation. Furthermore, 

this stage does not address decision-making that has to be done in a short period of time, 

under time pressures or with a lack of essential information. 

Decisions, both in counselling in the context of a (possible) dropout and during studies, 

are ubiquitous. Whether it is to question the current study choice, to find alternatives and 

take into consideration a new direction within the current study, or, perhaps, carrying on 

as is, it all leads to a decision.  

From a decision-theoretical perspective, the career decision is attributed to complex 

decision situations (Jungermann, Pfister, & Fischer, 2013, p. 31). Furthermore, it is 

considered as non-recurring, because in the case of a new profession / study decision, so 

many parameters would have changed that the previous decision situation can only be 

transferred into the new situation in a very limited way. 

Consistent decisions enable goals to be established. The consistency of these goals with 

one’s own situation leads to a commitment (Six & Bierhoff, 2014) which is a condition of 

efficient and effective study planning. Without a goal, every path is equally right or wrong. 

Goals allow the creation of action plans which enable measurements of success, and 

which can be adapted according to circumstances. In the case of students with an 

unfavorable study forecast, commitment can turn out to be counterproductive. 

Definition 

“Deciding describes a mental process in which the person has to decide between at least 

two alternatives (options)” (Betsch, Funke & Plessner, 2011, p. 3, accentuation of the 

original removed).  
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3.4.2 Preferable change in the development of attributes 

The student should be enabled to process the information and resources that can 

contribute to decision-making. On this basis, a durable decision needs to be reached that 

is both cognitive and emotionally coherent.  

3.4.3 Sequence of interventions 

In this section, the steps for a comprehensive decision-making process regarding dropout 

are introduced. Not every counselling session will be carried out in such a comprehensive 

way. Individual approaches will arise in terms of the order of the suggested steps. 

Step 1: Order clarification 

In the course of the order clarification, the approach, topics and order of examining 

decision-making will be discussed with the student. 

Step 2: Reflection of previous decisions / decision uncertainty 

Decisions within the context of dropout should include a backwards and forwards aspect. 

In retrospect, the decision to choose a specific field of study did not lead to the expected 

success, or perhaps some underlying parameters have changed. This could be the first 

fundamental experience of a young student making a significant wrong decision, which 

requires countermeasures. Therefore, it is important to examine the initial study decisions 

in terms of improvement potential, without thereafter placing any new-orientation in the 

shadows of failure. Put simply, the initial decision should be resource-oriented. Here, 

positive decision situations from the past can be examined.  

Step 3: Identifying and presenting decision criteria 

Looking forward, when talking about a potential or definitive dropout, there is always a 

decision to be made regarding a possible new orientation. Depending on how extensively 

the size of the objectives and evaluation parameters has changed, this new orientation 

can be quickly and easily transformed into concrete, new career goals. If the student did 

not spend much time on choosing his course of study and the previous decision was 

made prematurely, an extensive decision-making process can occur, because in this 

case, fundamental reflections regarding studies and career objectives must be set in order 

to make a coherent decision with regard to the continuation of the current studies or the 

election of alternatives. 
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This implies awareness about the most important personal characteristics, values, 

capabilities, competences and experiences, interests, motives and goals. Depending on 

how confused the person is, a session for decision-making or a sequence thereof 

accompanied by assignments could be programmed. This process is called location 

determination and it is described in the section “vocational orientation” of this handbook. 

Furthermore, mind maps, general orientation and discipline-specific self-assessment 

procedures, research strategies, visualisation in counselling for dropout and parameters of 

career advice in the context of dropout are all methods that can be used. 

Step 4: Deciding between different alternatives 

In connection with the personal location determination, the decision-making process can 

be straightforward if there is an alternative that clearly stands out from the rest. If this is 

not the case and there are many alternatives available, seemingly having the same 

number of advantages and disadvantages, the use of special methods for decision-

making is recommended. Furthermore, there are some other parameters that may 

complicate the decision, for example, regional attachment or financial conditions. In this 

case, the techniques of decision-making should be able to unravel this complexity. 

For this purpose, the decision tree, decision matrix, plus-minus list, the inner team, the 

tetralemma, the paradoxical questions, the coincidence principle, the paradox intervention 

and the reflection for intuition may be useful approaches.  
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3.5 Cultural Capital 

3.5.1 Meaning of the attribute for dropout from studies 

The attribute “cultural capital” can only be explained in the context of the habitus theory of 

the sociologist Norbert Elias and Pierre Bourdieu. According to this theory, a discrepancy 

can be assumed between academic and non-academic habitus, which comes along with 

extensive consequences for the course of the studies. In this way, for instance, the 

number of first-year students coming from families with non-academic background 

stagnates with 20%, despite of the increasing number of students admitted for university.  

In year 2007, 20% of all 19-24-year old from families without university education, started 

with their studies and 75% coming from families with academic background (Schindler 

2012). Results of the educational research confirm the hypothesis that the familiarity with 

the academic codes has a positive effect for taking up university studies, electing a study 

field and the course of studies. 

The social situation (educational achievements, parents’ income) and the education 

behaviour (day-to-day culture, habitus, etc.) play a decisive role. It is not just the material 

restrictions (especially financial) of the households without an academic background and 

with a lower-than-average income that are decisive for the course of studies (Middendorf 

et. al 2013, 394; Heublein et al 2009, 65-68). Additionally, a distant socialisation hinders, 

on an immaterial level, the successful course of studies. Young adults from non-academic 

families usually find in the university a social environment with certain habitus 

requirements (Schmitt 2010, 41), which usually do not match with their own habitual 

learning and performance cultures. In this nonconformance, it can also be talked about 

“habitus-structure conflicts” (ibidem). This is usually unknown for students, so the resulting 

problems are usually attributed to their own inability (Emmerich / Schmidt 2014). 

Individualisation and psychologisation of a social phenomenon. 

The adaptation to the social, cognitive and linguistic expectations causes an alienation 

from the social group of origin. In addition comes the double stigmatisation through the 

rejection in the new reference group as well as the isolation for fear of being revealed. 

And additionally comes the stigmatisation of the own culture of origin, which implies the 

own degradation. This experience of incoherence makes it more susceptible for identity 

crises and problems during the studies (Schmitt 2010) 
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Whether the acquired cultural and social capital from the family of origin of students is 

partially or not compatible with the academic codes of the university can be seen in case 

of insufficient learning and performing strategies, missing group integration and also in 

extreme cases of feelings of foreignness to the point of developing an identity crisis. 

These factors can affect the motivation for studying and favor studies dropout.  

Definition 

Habitus Norbert and Bourdieu describes the whole demeanor of a person as lifestyle, 

language, clothes, tastes to the point of attitudes, values, way of thinking, feeling and 

acting, and they can also be taken as references for society in terms of ranking or status. 

The social origin and the previous social history are of significant importance in the 

coinage of the habitus. Habitus is the product of social (relationships) and cultural 

(education) capital. Life conditions are internalised through adaptation, learning and 

conditioning processes as class or layer-specific classification systems. In habitus, the 

collective unconscious disposition and objective social behaviours consolidate into 

internalised subjective practices. 

3.5.2 Desirable change 

The familiarity with cultural codes promotes educational success. The fundamental goal is 

therefore the improvement of the compatibility of the code of origin or the social and 

cultural practices with the requirements of a university education through: 

¶ Development of habitus sensibility about information and self-reflection  

¶ Cultural training and development of an own style through observation and work in 

internal dogmas 

¶ Social integration in academic networks (for example, through mentoring) 

¶ Modification of learning and working styles through acquisition of adequate 

learning practices. 

The objective is the recognition of gaps between academic and non-academic codes and 

their adequate processing under perpetuation of individualism. An extension of the own 

cultural capital can increase the academic success and reduce the risk of drop-out. 
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3.5.3 Possible process of intervention 

Session 1: Inducement, request, order clarification. Determination of attribute through a 

first exploration with the help of the questions catalogue. Together, work out a layout for 

ascertainment of the initial situation. Identification of possible resources. Alternative to a 

layout can also be an inquiry with help of the resources sheet according to Lüttringhaus. 

Objective: Visualization of the initial situation. 

Session 2: Reflection / evaluation of the layout or resources sheet. Input of the academic 

“habitus” and possible meaning for the students, first habitus sensitisation. Introduction of 

the observation project. Assign homework: observation project, step A: view of images 

and step B: observe and analyse a movie sequence.  

Session 3: Discuss the image observation and the analysis of the movie sequence. 

Explore first changes. Assign second homework: observation project, step C: 

differentiated analysis of a scene from group work with classmates, exploration of the own 

behavior. 

Session 4: Questions about current situation and exploration of changes. Discussion of 

the observation in the group work. Observation project. Work on step D: analysis of the 

communication and transmission to future situations. Work on own alternative actions. In 

a fourth piece of homework, testing the compiled alternative actions and have it 

documented. 

Session 5: Questions about current situation and exploration of changes. Continuation of 

work with observation project. Step D: Training of the chosen attributes. 

Session 6: Questions about the current situation and exploration of changes. Possible 

exercise of behaviour and communication of the students in a group with academic codes 

through role playing. Inquiry about necessary counseling needs or new order clarification. 

Session 7: New order: Execution of inner parts or restrictive dogmas. Offer different 

methods to work on dogmas. In this session, using the methods of looking and converting. 

Session 8: Ending reflection by post to me.  
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3.6 Learning styles and learning methods 

3.6.1 Meaning of the attribute for dropout from studies 

Learning styles and learning methods were examined in conjunction with studies dropout 

especially in the area of cognitive learning strategies. Schiefele et al. (2007) found that 

“late dropouts” usually demonstrate less value in organisation strategies, but are no 

different from other students with repetition and elaboration strategies. Leichsenring, 

Sippel, & Hachmeister (2011): “The application of successful learning strategies has a 

positive impact on academic adaptation. The use of effective learning methods is linked to 

a high level of academic adaptation. Learning behaviour belongs, as expected, to the 

factors that have a direct influence when coping with academic requirements”. 

Creß et al (2000) carried out research on the different learning types in relation to a 

tendency to dropout and identified differences in elaboration, repetition and expenditure of 

time. Successful learners with a low level of risk of dropout are, on one hand, deep 

processors that do a lot and do not repeat very often, but also include minimax learners 

that elaborate and repeat. Less successful learners with a high possibility of dropout 

include repeaters who repeat a lot and do not do much but still consume a lot of time, as 

well as minimal learners who repeat a lot, do not do much and do not consume much 

time. 

Another differentiation revealed in learning literature can be seen in Schulz et al's (2004) 

work, where they identified elaborate learners that use diverse learning media, and pure 

repeaters who only use exam-oriented learning media (i.e. previous examination 

questions).  

Definition 

Cognitive learning processes correspond to either superficial or deep-oriented learning 

strategies. These strategies and techniques comprehend the way in which information is 

recorded and how it can be retrieved. They help with information intake and processing. 

Organisation describes study activities that are performed in order to re-organise 

information so that it can be understood. This utilises, among other approaches, the 

elaboration of summaries and outlines, the labeling of important passages as well as the 

production of tables and graphs. 
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Elaboration describes study activities that are linked to gaining a deeper understanding of 

a subject. This occurs, for example, when new material is introduced within a body of 

existing references.  

Critical testing incorporates study activities that deepen understanding of information 

through critical scrutiny of statements and context for meaning and understanding. 

Repetition describes study activities that base repetition on the development of facts and 

rules. Learning isolated facts by constant repetition becomes helpful, since this method 

leads to transmission of information to long-term memory. 

3.6.2 Desired change in the development of attributes 

The main objective is improving the ability to develop learning strategies and applying 

these effectively in order to cope with the lack of learning material: 

¶ Review of previous learning strategies: when was learning successful and how 

was that achieved? 

¶ Which entry channels do I prefer? How can I use them in an optimal way? 

¶ Elaboration of learning plans and their fulfillment. 

¶ Getting to know and practice (other) learning strategies. 

¶ Individual adaptation of the learning strategies 

¶ Use of different learning media 
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3.6.3 Sequence of interventions 

The sequence is oriented to neuro-scientific recognition and its implementation in day-to-

day learning (Fitzke 2014). 

Session 1 

Problem analysis: Description and definition of the individual problem and own causal 

attribution. Why does the student think that (s)he did not succeed in an exam, for 

example? Because no learning techniques were used or applied? Or because not enough 

time was planned, etc.?  

Results from the online self-reflection tool: Consider the following questions:- 

If something specific is confusing or unclear to me, I go through it again.  

I ask questions of myself to make sure that I understand the learning content. 

I reflect while studying, to see if my previous approach made sense. 

If I have to solve a difficult problem, I adapt my course of action to the specific 

requirements. 

If, by studying, not everything turns out well, I try to determine the difficulties and go 

through the result again.  

When studying I try to determine which topics I am still not able to understand. 

I follow a specific time schedule when studying. 

During the completion of tasks I think about whether I can stick to the plan or not. 

When I am working on an activity, I ask questions of myself that help me to work in a more 

focused way.  

Homework: studying type test  (https://www.philognosie.net/denken-lernen/lerntypen-test-

welcher-lerntyp-bin-ich) 

Module A: Learning biography – Learning type  

Session 2 

What learning experiences have I had so far? When was learning successful and how did 

I do it? 

Discussion of the results of the learning type test “entry channels” and the possibilities for 

using the preferred entry channels. 

http://www.philognosie.net/index.php/tests/)
http://www.philognosie.net/index.php/tests/)
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Module B: Creating effective learning 

Session 3 

Under what conditions do I absorb information in an optimal way? What can I do myself to 

optimise information intake? The objective must be using less time for learning, keeping to 

planned learning time and using it effectively (Learning planning)  

Module C: Reading technique, learning media, and preparation of learning material 

Session 4 

Which learning media have I used so far, and which are additionally available (per 

subject)? How can I incorporate new information into my learning? Getting to know SQ3R-

reading technique.  

Session 5 

Exercises to mark, structure and memorise.  

Module D: Learning diary 

Session 6 

Use of a learning diary for success control and continuous development.  
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3.7 Motives, motivation and values  

3.7.1 Meaning of the attribute for dropout from studies 

Motives and values are inner, deep convictions, the drivers of one’s actions. Motives and 

values refer to the goals of a person and serve as guidelines. They are sustainable guides 

for the reflected, self-conscious decision-making in different alternatives, for example, the 

continuation of studies, change of field of study or dropping out of studies. Motives and 

values give a meaning to one’s own activities and they provide clarity. They build the 

basic principles for goals and visions and they answer the question “How” on the way to 

goal-achievement. The reflection about it and the active argument with own motives and 

values plays therefore a decisive role when choosing a field of study or for a possible 

(new) orientation in the private or professional context. 

Definition of motives, motivation and values 

Motives are time-stable innate needs or learned dispositions and can also be termed 

“instinct”, ”drive” or “interest”.  They determine the behaviour and are therefore always 

linked to goals related to actions (for example, attachment, power, performance).  

Motivation arises together with motives and situational stimuli. Motivation is the result of a 

process, in which motives are instigated through a given stimulus. Not only is motivation 

linked to motives that aim toward a common goal, but also other important determining 

factors for behaviour such as the expected probability of the agent to achieve the goal. 

Hence, the motivation concept emphasises the person-environment interaction.  

A value can be described as an implicit or explicit distinguishing conception of an 

individual or characteristic of a group that influences the selection of different types, 

means and goals. 

Apart from the scientific literature, there are many so-called guidebooks of these topics 

and there are usually no differences shown between motives and values. The terms are 

usually used as synonyms and often defined in the following way: Values and motives are 

deep inner concepts, that give a meaning to the own self-worth. They build the principles 

of the own actions without any bad conscience and without cognitive dissonances. They 

are cross-situational and they ideally determine the daily actions and life. 
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3.7.2 Desirable change 

On one side, awareness should be activated through one’s own motive and value system, 

in order to be able to make appropriate decisions and to implement goals: students should 

grapple with their motives and values and to gather during counseling, what is really 

meaningful for their lives. When they are aware of the motives and values that play an 

important role in their life, they can consciously decide which professional and life path 

they want to pursue, by means of available ways, means and goals.  

The question, which professional and life path is the best for them should be clarified 

through working with their motives and values. 

Secondly, working with motives and values should be helpful to achieve clarity: students 

need to have it made very clear if their lived and internalised values 1. are consistent with 

the field of study, the university or the future occupational field, 2. which of their motives 

and values are especially important for them and which motives and value they can give 

up over a specific period of time, 3. how they can increase their goal-oriented motivation 

so that aims turn into goals and they can turn concrete ideas into actions.  

Furthermore, the accuracy of person and field of study as well as future occupational field 

should be reviewed through different appropriate methods. 

3.7.3 Possible process of intervention 

Session 1: Inducement, request, assignment as well as determination of the attributes / 

explanation of the motives for the chosen field of study: Questions regarding studies 

motivation and finally motive wheel.  

Session 2: Continuation of work with motives and motivation for studies, methods: ZRM / 

Rubicon-Model, Phase 1: “Finding the personally meaningful topic”. 

Session 3: Continuation of work with motives and motivation for studies, methods: ZRM / 

Rubicon Model, Phase 2: From the topic to the goal. 

Session 4: Continuation of work with motives and motivation for studies, methods: ZRM / 

Rubicon-Model, Phase 3: Planning from steps of action to goal achievement. 

Session 5: Continuation of work with motives and motivation for studies, methods: ZRM / 

Rubicon-Model, Phase 4: analyze resources input, break up bigger goals into sub-goals 

and phase 5: integration and transfer. 
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Session 6 and 7: Explanation of values, methods: life line / remember and plot decisive 

positive and negative situations as well as value-declaration questions. 

Session 8: Continuation of work with values, methods: motives and values pyramid as 

well as “I have learned”- statements. 
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3.8 Procrastination 

3.8.1 Meaning of the attribute for dropout from studies 

Procrastination is an occasional or periodically occurring reaction to exigencies. It is a 

widespread problem for a large number of people in many societies. Researchers 

estimate that in the academic field in North-America, for instance, 70% of students show a 

postponing behaviour. Many of these people are highly susceptible to negative 

consequences such as poor performance, decreasing subjective well-being, negative 

feelings and reduced life achievements. 

Definition 

Procrastinators might barely manage to commence work on activities that they perceive 

as unpleasant and for which emotional or material gains will be secondary or long-term. 

They are definitely aware of the personal disadvantages that arise from procrastinating, 

which triggers aversion or even fear, and all of these negative feelings complicate or even 

make it impossible to start addressing the issue. A vicious circle can arise by ignoring 

feelings of pressure, fear and ultimately shame and constantly postpone perceived 

unpleasant activities.  

3.8.2 Desired change in the development of attributes 

The main objective is the improvement of the capability to self-regulate by: 

¶ Recognising dysfunctional fears and degradation thereof, 

¶ Showing a willingness to change 

¶ Improving emotional stability, emotions control, 

¶ Establishing clear prioritisation 

¶ Developing good organization skills and time management 

Note: the objective should not be oriented to the direct solution of the problems caused by 

procrastination (for example, the completion of work to a specific point of time), but to 

build certain competences for self-regulation which in the long-run is necessary for the 

accomplishment of important activities. 
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3.8.3 Sequence of the interventions 

Following Höcker, Anna; Engberding, Margarita; and Rist, Fred (2013, p. 62 ff): 

First interview 

¶ Exploration: Problem definition 

¶ Behavioural analysis 

¶ Differential diagnosis 

¶ Theory: psycho-education 

¶ Behaviour and conditions-model 

¶ Conclusion: order 

Session 1 

Why is it so important to avoid small delays to starting work? 

¶ Introduction to the method “beginning on time” 

¶ Clarification of the central components of procrastination by means of the 

“scissors” metaphor.  

Session 2 

¶ Discussion of experiences with the method “beginning on time” 

¶ Develop solutions for the difficulties presented 

¶ If needed, modification of the procedure 

Session 3 

¶ Action planning, psycho-education: categorisation in the “rubikon” model of self-

guidance; exact planning increases the probability of the execution of actions. 

¶ Introduction to the method “realistically planning”. 

Session 4 

¶ Discussion of experiences using the method “realistically planning” 

¶ Develop solutions for the difficulties presented 

¶ If needed, modification of the procedure 
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¶ Conclusion AB (only if module A and B are to be performed) 

Session 5 

¶ Discussion of experiences with the methods learnt from the past week 

¶ Summarise: Which where the most important experiences from the group therapy? 

¶ Overview of future steps and objectives   
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3.9 Social integration – Social competence 

3.9.1 Meaning of the attribute for dropout from studies 

There is a close relationship between integration within a university as a whole and with a 

specific programme or course. The intensity and quality of student relationships has clear 

impacts on coping with study requirements. Participation in informal and formal learning 

groups substantially increases the probability of a better academic performance (Heublein 

et al. 2010) 

3.9.1.1 Social integration 

The term social integration relates to the relationships that students necessarily have and 

cherish at a university. This involves formal as well as informal contacts, which can be 

helpful for students regarding both general and specific issues. It includes undertaking 

study activities in learning groups, the exchange of study-related organisational 

information, as well as cultural and sports activities (Heublein et al. 2010, p. 117). 

Potential influencing factors on social integration in a university context: 

¶ Finances: Financial worries often lead to a preoccupation and in this way they can 

hinder social integration of students into a university (Heublein et al. 2010, p. 117f). 

¶ Time taken up by occupational work: Study dropout is closely related to the extent 

of paid work and convenience in relation to study site. An occupation outside the 

university complicates the social integration of students (Heublein et al. 2010 p. 

117f). 

¶ Accommodation type / living situation: Those who live in student housing are more 

socially-academically integrated than those students that live alone or with their  

partners (Jaeger et al 2014, p. 4). Students that have moved out but still have a 

room at their parents’ house are more socially integrated than those who still live 

with their parents (Leichsenring et al 2011, p. 81). 

¶ Social origin: Social interactions and academic activities have a stronger impact on 

the growth of the cognitive abilities and attitudes from students whose parents do 

not have a university degree. Nevertheless, these students participate less in 

social and academic activities than children from academic parents (Sarcletti et al 

2011, p. 239). 
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¶ Familial obligations: Students without children or relatives in need of care are more 

socially integrated than students with familial obligations (Leichsenring et al 2011, 

p. 56). 

¶ Cultural background: Cultural differences can limit social relationships between 

foreign and native students (Leszczcensky et al 2008, p. 89). 

¶ Social environment: Graduates tend to take more care of people within their own 

subject areas, while students who abandon their studies usually afford greater 

importance to relationships outside the university (Heublein et al. 2010, p. 117f). 

¶ Social competence (see below 9.1.2). 

3.9.1.2 Social competence 

General definitions and approaches 

Socially competent behaviour (Kahmann, 2014) means the behaviour of a person who 

contributes to a specific situation to achieve goals within a context in which social 

acceptance of the behaviour is preserved. 

“We understand social competence as the ability and willingness of a person, as part of a 

social system, to deal with others in a responsible way and for people to understand each 

other in order to achieve a common goal” (HfWU, 2010) 

There are three fundamental themes reflecting social courses of action in a professional 

context: interaction, cooperation and conflict (Wellhöfer, 2004). 

The situation specificity of the construct makes an all-embracing and generally valid 

dimensioning. Useful seems to be the concentration of specific dimensions that are 

relevant to the respective research context (Kanning, 2009). 
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3.9.1.3 Interaction of social integration and social competence 

The social integration of a student in a university context can be influenced by different 

factors, as shown in the following graph. Social integration and social competence can 

also influence each other. 

 

 
Figure 3: Interaction of social integration and social competence 

Note: Simplified representation, Source: Own compilation 

3.9.2 Desired change in the development of social integration and 

social competence  

Counselling should support students to integrate themselves within the university context 

in a way that has a positive impact on the academic performance of the student and 

hence, on the success of his/her studies. Students are helped to recognize their personal 

social competences as resources for the integration in a university social environment, 

and to use these resources to continue development. 

If the cause of a lack of social integration is predominantly found to stem from external 

factors, such as long paid working hours, familial obligations, a strong connection to a 

different social environment etc., then counselling can help to identify, reflect and, if 

necessary, change these influencing factors. 
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3.9.3 Sequence of the interventions (typically ideal example) 

Session 1: Situational analysis 

The goal is the identification of the influencing factors for social integration. 

External environment Social competences 

Time taken up by occupational work  

- How many hours do you work per semester? 

Do you only work in the semester break or also 

during the semester?  

- Is your work related or not related to your field 

of studies?  

- To what extent does your work help you in 

terms of motivation or understanding content in 

your studies? 

Finances  

- How are you currently financing your studies?   

- If you are financing your own studies: what 

limitations and difficulties do you experience 

due to your financial situation?  

Familial obligations  

- Do you have any children or are you 

responsible of raising a child? (for instance, of 

your partner), or are you responsible for a 

relative in need of care? 

Accommodation type / living situation 

- Do you live in the city of the university or 

elsewhere? 

- How long does it take you to get home? 

- What is your current housing situation?  

- How did you establish contacts 

with people on your course? 

- How easy is it for you to 

approach people? 

- How would you describe your 

contact with your classmates? 

(regularity, intensity, contents, 

function)? 

- How often do you work with 

your classmates in groups to 

study together / to prepare for 

exams together? 

- What do you find useful for 

working in groups? 

- What advantages are there to 

working in groups than learning 

by yourself? 

- Describe a situation in which 

you have had to work in a 

team. How did it work out? 

What went particularly well? 

How did you contribute to that? 

What was your favourite 

aspect? 

- What topics do you usually 

discuss with your classmates? 
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- How often do you talk to your parents (visits, 

phone calls, e-mail…)? 

Social environment 

- Do you still have contact with the social circle 

of your previous school (clubs, school friends)?  

- How often per month do you have contact with 

your previous social circle (visits, phone calls, 

e-mail…)?  

- Do you have more contact with friends outside 

of the university than with your classmates? 

- To what extent do you support your friends 

outside of the university with their studies?  

Cultural context 

- Did your parents study at university?  

How would you describe these 

discussions? (regularity, 

intensity, contents, function)? 

- To what extent do you 

introduce your personal views 

into discussions with your 

classmates? 

- How easy is it for you to 

convince your classmates of 

your arguments?  

- How do you feel when faced 

with new social situations? (for 

instance, new project groups? 

- How well can you assess the 

mood of a classmate? 

 

Session 2: Evaluation of methods: sociometric graphic / social atom 

External environment  Social competences 

Development of a future vision to a conception 

about the ideal situation in relation to the social 

integration in a university context. Future vision, 

paradoxical question. 

Biographical work with success 

stories with focus on social 

competences 

 

Session 3 and 4: Preparation of internal and external resources 

Biographical work with success stories (internal 

resources), sociometric graphic / social atom 

(external resources). 

Evaluation of sociometric 

graphic / social atom with focus 

on external (social) resources 

and the success stories with 

focus on social competences 
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Session 5: Goal development 

SMART objectives Development potential or social 

competence  

 

Session 6: Develop solution strategies 

Action plan Visualisation of objectives to be 

achieved, develop solution 

strategies 

 

Final note: a separate training method manual 3 exists for the counseling methods used 

here. It is available at the download section at www.prevdrop.eu. 
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4. Module 4: The successful integration of 

students who dropped out from higher 

education into VET 

4.1 Introduction 

The NESET report by Quinn (2013) points out that dropping out from higher education 

can be a positive decision when students realise that the time, place or degree is not 

right for them. However, even though most of those who drop out from an initial 

course of study want to transfer to another course or to return to study at a later time, 

currently most countries do not help them sufficiently with flexible arrangements. The 

transition between the higher education system and the vocational educational, e.g. in 

Germany, is often difficult. Moreover, most countries – e.g. Italy and the United 

Kingdom – do not have a vocational educational system like Germany and thus lack 

an attractive alternative to a continuation of study. Students who leave university 

without a degree, are usually still well-trained. Nevertheless, their potential for the 

labour market is still underestimated and not used adequately. Therefore,  it is 

important to offer students assistance and support and set out alternative educational 

opportunities for them. The kind of assistance and support envisaged must always 

take into consideration – besides the personality of the dropout – the country-specific 

framework of the educational system, which differs a lot between Germany, Italy, 

Luxembourg and the United Kingdom. Thus, it was not possible to develop a one-

size-fits-all approach for all four countries. This module has a clear focus on 

Germany, because it can be seen as a best-practice example for successful 

integrations of dropouts into VET respectively into the labour market.  

For several years, there has been growing interest among various institutions on the 

subject of dropouts. For example, the HEFCE funded and Open University-led ’Back 

on Course’ Project was part of the wider Higher Education Shared Solutions 

Programme which sought to enhance collaboration and support between the OU and 

other HEI’s. Starting in 2009, the project offered information, advice, and guidance to 

students who dropped out of full-time higher education in England and sought to help 

them continue their studies at HEI’s that were better able to meet their needs (Rose-

Adams, 2012). A 2007/08 House of Commons Report suggested that 22% of students 
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did not compete a higher education degree in England during that period of time, 

noting the increase in widening participation in higher education as a reason for drop 

out (House of Commons, 2008). Hiring university dropouts as trainees is seen by 

many companies as an opportunistic way of securing skilled labour in selected 

occupations and industries. At the same time, many dropouts have low self-

confidence because of not completing their studies. They are often uncertain about 

potential jobs that might fit their interests and competences as well as about their 

chances of finding a training opportunity. In this situation, it can be beneficial for 

dropouts to seek qualified and neutral guidance from a counsellor at employment 

agencies or universities. This module is based on the assumptions that a successful 

continuation of the study is no longer an option for the student at drop out risk and 

that the person concerned has not finished yet a vocational training. 

It contains approaches for counsellors to support a successful switch of dropouts from 

HE into VET. They take into consideration the current chances and problems of such 

a transition primarily in Germany. 

4.1.1 Quality standards of counselling 

Working with dropouts requires a lot of empathy for the specific needs of this target 

group and a good knowledge of the (regional) apprenticeship market and labour 

market. A counsellor can support the student client in finding an individually 

appropriate solution. When for individually different reasons a continuation of the 

study is no longer worth considering and the dropout does not have a vocational 

qualification, a switch into vocational training can be an adequate alternative for him. 

The counselling process is located within a systemic context model (Schiersmann & 

Weber, 2013). In order to fit best the interest of the advice-seeking client the 

counsellor should pay attention to the following quality standards (cf. BeQu-Konzept, 

2014):  

¶ The orientation of the counsellor has to be towards the advice-seeking client, 

not towards the interests of the institution he represents.  

¶ The counselling process should be voluntary, neutral and open-ended. 

¶ Transparency and accessibility of the counselling process is important.  
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¶ All counsellors involved should be willing to refer the student client to another 

institution which might be able to better meet the specific interests of the 

client. 

¶ Ethical principles and professional attitudes by the counsellors are also 

significant. 

¶ The switch from higher education to vocational training is seen as a process 

that takes time. Therefore the counsellors should have the capacity to guide 

the advice-seeking client throughout the entire process. 

4.1.2 Objectives and learning outcome 

• Counsellors shall have an increased competence to support the development 

of individual coping strategies for dropouts. By doing so, they strengthen the 

self-esteem of dropouts and the readiness to look for professional 

alternatives. 

• Counsellors shall have an increased competence to make students rethinking 

the meaning of drop out – from “failure” to “career changer” 

• Counsellors will have an increased competence to inform dropouts about the 

current options in vocational education and its advantages compared to other 

professional options. 

• Counsellors will have increased competence to support the transition process 

from exmatriculation until starting the vocational training.  

• Counsellors will have an increased competence to understand the 

importance of local networks to support dropouts.  

• Counsellors shall have an increased competence to initiate, maintain and 

enlarge networks with other institutions in order to support dropouts 

• Counsellor shall demonstrate an increased competence to support a 

successful transition of dropouts to VET (including information about 

possibilities of credit transfer from HE) 
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4.2 The transition stage from HE to VET 

4.2.1 Self-perception – from alleged ”failure” to “career changer” 

Dropping out from higher education means a substantial break in the education 

biography and the life situation of a young adult. From  this, discontent with oneself, 

low self-esteem and the feeling of failure frequently arise (Gold, 1988). Due to a 

perceived stigma of failure, many dropouts presume that they do not have any longer 

a real chance in the job market (Köster, 2002). Such doubts make it more difficult to 

deal in a constructive way with the situation and to develop a new perspective that fits 

best the individual interests and competences. This self -perception of failure needs to 

be seen in the context of the prevailing vertical view of career. This opinion is 

characterised by a constant rise in hierarchy in combination with higher income and 

more responsibility (Resch, 2013). Dropping from higher education prevents such a 

rise on the “career ladder” and dropouts often view a switch from HE to VET as a loss 

of status. As such, they often neglect other career options beyond the academic 

profession.  

In order to develop new professional perspectives for a student that has dropped out, 

it is important to take a differentiated look at failure. It is no longer taboo in public 

discussions within many European countries like Germany; rather failure is 

considered as an inevitable feature of life. Today, many professional biographies are 

characterised by disruption and patchwork-biographies have become common 

(Möller, 2013). Failure not only causes feelings of shame and pain, but also enables 

chances and development opportunities (Burmeister & Steinhilper, 2014). A 

counsellor should support the development of “productive coping strategies” (Möller, 

2013,) for a constructive treatment of the student dropout. Once the self -perception of 

failure has been overcome, it is possible for students that have dropped out to 

engage in something new and to recognise the existing prospects within on the 

apprenticeship market and on the labour market.  

Wording matters, therefore the negatively connotated term “dropout” for the transition 

from HE to VET could be replaced by “career change”. This term corresponds to the 

broader British definition of career by Arthur et al. stating: “the evolving sequence of a 

person’s work experience over time” (1989,). Such a horizontal view of career 
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characterised by complexity and lateral movement has become more common within 

the last fifteen years (Resch, 2013).  

The following approaches are designed for the starting phase of a counseling 

process. A counsellor should apply them when a dropout expresses feelings of failure 

and/or of having no more chance for a professional career. The following texts are 

based on the solution-oriented approach of counselling (Bamberger, 2015). The 

words “dropout” and “advice-seeker” are used synonymously. 

4.2.2 Strengthening individual coping strategies 

As mentioned above, a dropout refers to a substantial, painful break in the life 

situation of a young adult. Most of the dropouts encounter such a situation for the first 

time in their lives. Therefore, it is important for a counsellor to allow them to exp ress 

feelings like frustration, fear and sadness. Advice-seekers tend to focus solely on the 

problems caused by the drop out. A counsellor should make them aware that 

problems are an integral part of everyone’s life. At the same time, problems can 

provide impetus for development and personal growth. A problem-based approach to 

dropout is just one method of perceiving the situation among many others. A 

counsellor should invite an advice-seeker to examine these perspectives. Out of 

these new perspectives, new options for behaviour can arise.  

In order to find alternatives to the previous behaviour, the dropout’s individual 

resources should be identified with the support of the counsellor. Often, dropouts are 

not aware of their individual resources. The resources can be subdivided in two 

groups: individual characteristics and the life circumstances of the advice-seeker. The 

usability of resources depends on the specific situation of the dropout.  

The following questions can be used to identify the individual resources of an 

advice-seeker (Bamberger, 2015,): 

¶ What elements of your life should remain just the way they are now, because 

you are really satisfied with them? 

¶ Was there any challenging situation in the past during which you successfully 

developed a coping strategy?  

¶ While you have been talking about the challenges in your life, I have realised 

what strengths you have in your personality. Could you think about what 

strenghts I might be referring? 
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¶ Are there any other people who have given you positive feedback regarding 

the strengths I just mentioned? Have you received compliments from other 

people about other strengths? 

¶ We have already talked about [i.e. individual strength mentioned before by the 

advice-seeker] and I congratulate you upon this strength. I’m just thinking what 

would happen, if this strength grew? 

After having identified previously unknown resources, they should now be activated 

and strengthened. This requires active listening and systemic questions, e.g “What 

would your relatives or friends answer if I asked about your resources?”. The 

resource activation plays a key role in the counselling process (Bamberger, 2015). 

Only the advice-seeker’s resources enable change and development. However, they 

can only become effective when they are present on a cognitive-emotional level for a 

dropout (Bamberger, 2015). During the counselling session, a counsellor should give 

compliments for the dropout’s statements regarding his or her resources. Especially a 

positive connotation of the advice-seeker’s behaviour during the counselling session 

may initiate a systemic energizing action (Bamberger, 2015). During the course of 

such an action, sentiments like interest, hope, trust, enthusiasm and optimism can 

arise. They replace the initial problem-focused perception of the advice-seeker.  

Activity “Exploring resources” 

What kind of questions (e.g. circular questions) and approaches (e.g. visualisation 

with mind map) do you use in your counselling practice when it comes to exploring 

resources of dropouts? Which of these have proved particularly successful? 

We recommend that the participants do this exercise in pairs or in small -groups. 

Subsequently, they should present the results in the plenum. 
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4.2.3 Change of perspective 

After resource activation, the perspective of the advice-seeker should switch from 

past problems to future options. A counsellor can support this change with the 

“reframing”tool from the solution-oriented counselling approach (Bamberger, 2015). 

This tool aims to view a problem itself or how the problem is dealt with from another 

perspective. This can be for instance a “context reframing”, which means everything 

is useful for something else. 

Reframing can also help the advice-seeker to give up the often rigid perception 

pattern of a dropout and can invite them to see the situation in a different, non 

problem-oriented way. This method is called “meaning reframing”. A new meaning of 

the former “problem” can emerge to give a previously negative meaning an 

advantageous connotation. For example, a dropout complains about “the wasted time 

during study”. The counsellor could refer him to a potential transfer of credits from HE 

to VET and make him realise that the study has resulted in a gain. When a dropout 

expresses concern about the “flaw in the CV”, a counsellor can inform him about new 

views of career and the internationally more and more common non-linear vocational 

biographies. According to such a broader definition of “career”, leaving university 

without a degree can be seen as a “career change” and not as “the end of a career”.  

The counsellor should invite the dropout to dissociate the problem from the person 

affected by the problem and to adopt a role of observer (Bamberger 2015). This can 

help to give up the often rigid perception of the problem. When the advice-seeker 

manages to view and to evaluate his situation in a different way, his perception may 

change enabling a new behaviour. A new behaviour makes new experiences possible 

and can cause positive feedback processes. By using the tool “reframing” a 

counsellor acts as “moderator for the generation of alternative realities” (Bamberger 

2015).  

Activity: 

¶ Which individual benefits could arise from a drop out from higher education?  

¶ What could be the motives for employers to hire a dropout from university?  

The responses could be visualised in a mind map or on a flipchart. In the counselling 

process, a counsellor should give positive comments on the answers. 
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4.2.4 Counseling for a successful transition into VET 

After leaving university, dropouts have various professional options. For instance, 

they can start an internship, enroll in vocational training, or transfer to a job that does 

not require a specific degree. The chances for a sustainable integration into the 

labour market are much better for people with a professional qualification than for 

low-qualified workers. The ongoing transition to a knowledge-based society makes it 

more and more difficult for low-qualified workers to get and to keep a job. Moreover, 

after having successfully completed a VET a former dropout still has the option of 

returning to higher education in order to get an academic degree. For instance, it is 

possible to study a part-time program – sometimes even with the support of the 

employer. Taking these circumstances into consideration, the focus of the counselling 

for a dropout should be on a successful transition from HE to VET. Research has 

reported that although in the UK transfer amongst HEIs has been possible for 

decades, it is not actively encouraged or even known about by many students (Quinn, 

2014). Credit transfer appears to be poorly understood, little used and seldom 

achieved by students’ (Di Paolo & Pegg, 2013). 

Many dropouts are afraid of the perceived loss of status when switching from HE to a 

professional training. Often, they are unaware of the existing options for dropouts in 

vocational education and the specific requirements of certain vocational trainings. In 

case where this feeling of being a “failure” still exists, it can lead to the misperception 

that “no employer hires a dropout”. 

The following approaches are designed for the second phase of a counseling 

process. A counsellor should apply them a) when a student considers a drop out from 

higher education and expresses an explicit interest in a vocational training or b) when 

a student has definitely decided to leave the system of higher education and wants to 

get support for his transition into the labour market.  

Benefit factors and impediments of a transition 

The demographic change in many European countries aggravates the need for skilled 

labour in companies. In Germany, a decreasing interest for VET among young people 

and growing matching problems lead to a rising number of unfilled training 

opportunities (Parzinski, 2015). The acquisition of trainees plays a key part in 

securing skilled personnel. Within the last few years some companies have become 

more aware of the potential use of dropouts for vocational education, especially in 
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challenging training professions such as information technology (Parzinski, 2015). 

Specific training programs have been developed to make vocational education more 

attractive to dropouts. These programs enable under certain circumstances a transfer 

of ECTS credits from university to VET and a shortened occupational training. Due to 

the need for skilled labour, there are attractive prospects for dropouts who can 

contemplate switching into vocational training. The generational shift in management 

pending at many small- and medium-sized enterprises offers dropouts additional 

prospects for leading positions. 

At the same time, dropouts often are not aware of the existing career options in 

vocational education and do not know where to find a counsellor to talk about this 

topic. Therefore, experts of educational training see bringing together companies and 

dropouts as the major problem (Ebbinghaus et al., 2014, p. 1). When it comes to a 

switch into VET, the perceived image of a profession plays an important role. Many 

dropouts focus on a small number of vocational training areass, especially information 

technology and commercial education. The dropout’s field of interest is often related 

to the size of a company. They prefer big companies and show little interest in SME 

or handicraft business (Ebbinghaus et. al, 2014). Likewise, there are companies, 

which are particularly interested in young dropouts from STEM-subjects (Science, 

Technology, Engineering and Mathematics). Thus, age and study subject have an 

impact on the chances of getting a training place in certain companies. The specific 

conditions and characteristics of the regional labour market always have to be taken 

into consideration. 

Activity: 

¶ What information seems to you most relevant when a student considers 

dropping out and expresses an interest in switching to VET? 

¶ When would you recommend to a student with dropout risk to talk also with 

an employment advisor? 
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4.2.5 Guidance during the transition process from leaving HE until 

the start of a VET 

In order to avoid another dropout, the decision to take up specific educational training 

has to be considered carefully. The process of professional orientation (Hesse & 

Schrader, 2012) and self-exploration can be accompanied by a three stage 

counselling programme. The first phase is characterised by a determination of the 

status quo. The counsellor invites a dropout to reflect on the current situation and his 

professional goals. Some dropouts already express at this stage first ideas about 

potential training professions, whereas others have not made up their minds yet. A 

dropout might express concerns about the perceived loss of status when switching 

from university to vocational training (Piolot, 2014). This concern contains intellectual 

and emotional aspects. In order to cope with the intellectual aspects, a counsellor can 

refer to good career prosepcts in crafts and industry after finishing vocational training. 

Moreover, he can inform the advice-seeker that further non-academic training can 

lead to degrees that are equivalent to a bachelor degree at universities. To cope with 

the emotional concerns about loss of status is somewhat more difficult, because of 

the internationally prevailing view that higher education has a better reputation than 

vocational education. At first, a counsellor should express understanding of this 

perceived loss of status by dropout. Subsequently, it could be helpful to mention that 

the option of returning to university and getting an academic degree at a later stage of 

life persists. Besides, the above-mentioned “reframing” method could be applied and 

by doing so could turn the loss of status into the emergence of new, formerly 

unknown professional options. In this context, a counsellor should also explore 

whether the perceived loss of status is related to unfulfilled expectations of other 

people, e.g. parents. Real concerns should focus on the person (dropout) and not on 

the social status or the career (Piolot, 2014).  

During the second phase, a dropout explores carefully his personal interests and 

competences with the support of the counsellor. By doing so, an individual skill profile 

arises. It includes generic competences, social and method competences as well as 

specialist skills related to the targeted training profession. To get a more 

differentiated impression, the additional use of aptitude diagnostics can be 

recommended to the advice-seeker. When the dropout has participated in aptitude 

diagnostics, the results can be considered as well in designing the skills profile. With 
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such a profile, an applicant can stand out favorably compared to other job seekers. In 

case a dropout is interested in different professions, the skills profile should be 

adapted each time to the specific requirements of the targeted occupation. Together 

with the application forms the skills profile marks the USP – Unique Selling 

Proposition – of the dropout, which differentiates him from all other persons. A 

dropout should be aware of his USP and be capable of explaining it to potential 

employers when it comes to a job interview. A counsellor can provide useful support 

for this issue as well as for explaining individual reasons for the drop out from higher 

education. 

According to the principle “orientation towards the advice-seeker”, a counsellor should 

refer the dropout to another institution where applicable to certain instances. For 

example, a counsellor at an employment agency can refer a dropout to a counsellor 

at a chamber of commerce if the advice-seeker wants specific information on craft 

occupations or wants to do an internship in a handicraft business. In cases where a 

network between universities, employment agencies and chambers (as well as other 

institutions like the student union) exists for supporting dropouts (see below), they 

would usually have built up an effective reference structure for the benefit of the 

(potential) dropout.  

After having designed an (preliminary) individual skills profile, the final decision-

making and realisation stage starts. Based on the individual interests and skills 

profile, the counsellor supports a dropout in finding suitable training professions. This 

requires a good overview of the relevant apprenticeship market and the admission 

requirements of the targeted training. Having identified such training professions and 

thus a goal, a counsellor supports the dropout in developing an individual strategy to 

secure a targeted occupation. For example, a dropout requires application forms that 

match his skills profile. The counsellor provides information about the current 

standards for the presentation of application forms, on the situation of the regional 

apprenticeship market and labour market as well as on strategies for the job search. 

In addition, training for a job interview could be offered. Finding a job is hard work 

and requires courage and self-confidence (Hesse & Schrader, 2012). This is 

particularly relevant for an advice-seeker who has experienced a bitter setback in his 

self-confidence due to dropout from higher education. Sometimes, it takes several 

applications until a dropout secures a training position. In such situations, it is very 

important for a counsellor to provide moral support and to strengthen the resources of 
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a dropout. For instance, the counselor and the dropout can reflect together on the 

course of the job interview and potential improvements. 

It is advisable to develop a “Plan B”, in case the first priority for a training profession 

doesn’t work out. When it comes to the job search process, a network of counsellors 

from various institutions can be beneficial for the dropout. An internship can give 

insights into a profession and also bridge the time gap between the drop out and the 

beginning of the vocational training. If a dropout is not successful in securing the 

initial targeted training profession, the reasons for this outcome should be thoroughly 

examined together with the counsellor. They can provide useful information for the 

subsequent pursuit of (a modified) “Plan B”. The support usually ends when the 

dropout has signed a training contract. In individual cases and on a voluntary basis, 

the counsellor and the dropout might agree on continuing support during the crucial 

starting phase of the vocational training.  

Activity: 

¶ In what ways do you have supported the transition of a dropout from HE to 

VET? 

¶ Let us assume you have to describe the ideal way of supporting the switch 

from HE to VET: How could this be characterised? 

Developing individual skills through areas of activities 

Basically, this approach aims for an action-oriented development of individual skills 

and interests in five areas of activities. The assumption is that in concrete actions of 

the dropout certain interests, skills and competences have emerged. However, the 

advice seeker is not really capable of identifying them. With reflection on the areas of 

activities, the counsellor supports the advice-seeker in the identifying process. All 

topics, which are of particular importance to the dropout will be focused on. This time-

consuming method is suited for advice-seekers who have only vague ideas about 

their own interests and skills. Moreover, it can be used to strengthen or verify an 

already existing self-evaluation. At first, the counsellor should briefly explain the basic 

logic of the approach, get permission from the advice-seeker for using the approach 

and select an area of activity, which is relevant for the dropout. There are five areas 

of activities: 
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1. Interests, leisure activities, sports, contacts: “What do you do in your leisure 

time?”  

2. Household and family: “What do you do in your family or in your household?” 

3. School and training: “What did you like most during class and outside class?” 

4. Jobs and work experience: “What kind of work experience or secondary 

activities have you gained?” 

5. Special life situations: “What were difficult or unusual life situations which you 

have experienced and have overcome?” 

The second step is to ask the advice-seeker to describe what activities he actually 

does. While discussing the selected area(s) the counsellor will support the reflection 

process with different questions. Some key questions can be:  

¶ Which skills did the advice-seeker need in order to do these things? 

¶ How well developed are these skills? 

¶ Are there any biographically changing centres of interest or are there any 

constant lines? 

With these key questions, the counsellor can detect which activities are relevant for 

the identification of work-related skills and competences.  

In a next step, the counsellor and the dropout agree on the activities and associated 

skills and competences, which should be written down in a work sheet (see below 

sample). The counsellor supports the advice-seeker in referring the skills mentioned 

to specific skill areas (see third column of the sample). 
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Activity 

What do you do? 

 

Skills 

Which skills do you need? 

What have you learnt? 

Skill areas 

Which areas are in the demand? 

According to the EUROPASS. 

  Ä Social 
Ä Organisational 
Ä Technical 
Ä Computer skills 
Ä Artistic 
Ä Others 

 
The fourth step is to summarise the intermediate result and to draw initial 

conclusions, according to the slogan “My special strengths – a first overview”. The 

following questions can be used for this purpose:  

¶ Which skills and competences are emerging?  

¶ How well developed is each of the skill areas?  

¶ Which skills are in the foreground?  

Visualisation, e.g. a mind map or a chart or a pictorial representation, can support the 

creation of an intermediate result. 

The fifth and final stage is to plan further activities. How to proceed? Does it make 

sense for the advice-seeker, to further explore other skill areas at home (together with 

friends or family members)? Is it necessary to describe the skill areas in more detail? 

Do the identified skills match with the requirements of the targeted profession of the 

dropout? 

This method supports the advice-seeker in exploring other skills and can also be used 

by him, beyond the counselling process. For further information on this method see 

Bamberger “Solution-oriented counselling” (2015). 

  



 

 

PrevDrop: 

108 

4.3 Relevance of local networks for the target group 

dropouts 

As mentioned above, the counselling process is located within a system ic context 

model (Schiersmann & Weber, 2013). According to this model, external conditions 

and developments influence the counselling process and vice versa.  

4.3.1 Importance of local counselling networks for the support of 

dropouts 

The following approaches are designed for all phases of a counselling process. 

Provided, that a network for the support of dropouts already exists, a counsellor will 

normally make use of his personal contacts into other institutions. If a network for this 

target group has not been set up yet, one institution has to take the initiative to 

establish such a cooperation. For further information about setting up a network, see 

below. 

A network can be characterised as “complex relationships of persons and systems, in 

which exchange processes are carried out” (Miller, 2005,). Networks consist of 

different levels (e.g. persons, organisations) which interact with each other and are 

interdependent. The persons involved in a network not only act as representatives of 

an institution, but also as a partner in the network (Van Santen & Seckinger, 2005).  

In Germany, there are specific networks that provide support and services to students 

at risk of drop-out.  However, these networks exist almost only at the local level, the 

network “N.I.S. 2.0 – Network professional integration of dropouts in Hesse” 

(Parzinski, 2015) with its statewide reach being the only exception to date. The 

networks usually include the employment agency, one or several universities and the 

Chambers of Industry and Commerce as well as the Chambers of Crafts – sometimes 

also the student unions. When it comes to the transition of dropouts to VET, the 

employment agency and the chambers play an important role. However, in order to 

get improved access to the dropouts it is important for the employment agency and 

the respective chambers to cooperate with the universities. The services offered by 

the network partners vary from place to place. They always include individual 

counselling. Frequently, common information events are held and sometimes other 

activities like job speed dating or workshops take place as well. Each partner involved 

in a network has his specific competences. Thus, a commonly agreed reference 
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practice helps to guide a dropout to the institution that best fits his individual needs. 

Coordinated activities of several partners might reach more dropouts because more 

marketing channels can be used than by a single institution.  

A growing interest in counselling might also increase the number of successful 

transitions into VET. To sum up, dropouts and institutions can benefit from networks – 

if certain conditions apply (see below). 

Activity: 

From your point of view: What are the benefits and impediments for the set -up of a 

network between universities, employment agencies and businesses?  

What benefits do you see for students with dropout risk and dropouts when a 

counselling network has been established? 

4.3.2 Increased competence for network building and maintenance 

A network of counselling institutions is always unique, because the g iven framework 

conditions as well as the institutions and persons involved differ from place to place. 

Therefore, it is not possible to present an approach, which can be completely 

transferred to every (intended) network in a university city. However, some relevant 

aspects should be taken into consideration when it comes to network building and 

maintenance by counsellors. 

Schubert emphasises that a successful network of cooperation needs sufficient time, 

financial and human resources as well as competent promoters involved in the 

creation of a network (2008, p. 53). The process from idea generation until the 

implementation of a network cooperation can be divided into several phases and be 

summarised in the following way: 

¶ Initiation of a cooperation as starting point (with an internal letter of intent of 

the promoters who provided the impetus), 

¶ Survey of potential partners for a cooperation and evaluation of the  

relationship options, 

¶ Negotiations about a cooperation between selected potential partners (letters 

of intent), 

¶ Decisions on a cooperation and the establishment of a cooperation 

(cooperation agreement) 
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¶ Implementation and realization of the networking cooperation 

¶ Further development or dissolution of the network cooperation (contract 

termination or new agreement) (Schubert 2008, p. 53).  

A network can be initiated on the management-level or on the working-level. If the 

initiative is taken at the working-level, e.g. from counsellors, it is necessary to get first 

the consent of the management of the institution. For a promoter it is always 

important to identify the concrete benefit of an envisaged network for the institution to 

which he belongs, for potential partners and for the intended target group. For 

example, common activities might reach more dropouts because more communication 

channels, available addresses and marketing tools can be used. Viewed from the 

perspective of a dropout, a network can offer a broader spectrum of high quality 

counselling. With regards to the wide range of study courses and vocational trainings, 

it is obvious that no counsellor can overview the entire spectrum. In a network, he can 

contribute his specific competences for a certain sector, e. g. VET, and refer to other 

counsellors for support related to alternative sectors.  

Only when the management understands this benefit, will it give support for the 

subsequent steps. Usually, the starting point is the knowledge that a lack of 

counselling services for the specific needs of dropouts and students with dropout 

risks exists. The initiation of cooperation is normally facilitated when personal 

contacts between representatives of potential network partners already exist. 

Provided, that this is the case, informal inquiries on the working or on the 

management level can explore the attitude of other stakeholders respectively 

potential partners towards network building. Already existing close personal contacts 

increase the chances for a successful establishment of cooperation.  

Trust also plays a key role in the set-up and maintenance of a network. Before a 

network officially comes into existence, long negotiations about cooperation take 

place. Within the context of prevention of drop out from HE and a successful 

transition of dropouts into VET a cooperation between a local employment agency, 

one or several universities and the chambers is recommended. In addition, it seems 

advisable to invite the student union with its psychosocial counselling services to join 

the network – at least, when the partners mentioned above hold e.g. a common 

information event.  
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The potential partners have to agree on common goals and standards of their 

interaction with advice-seekers. Usually, such a network has no hierarchy, but 

consists of equal partners. Otherwise, a feeling of competition will persist and mutual 

trust cannot emerge. The principal aim should be to provide the best possible support 

for dropouts (and students with dropout risk) and to find a solution that best meets the 

specific needs of an individual advice-seeker. This priority means in effect a 

commonly shared orientation towards the dropout and a reference practice between 

the institutions involved. The partners should agree on neutral advising with open 

outcomes and share a positive view regarding dropouts (“career changer” instead of 

alleged “failure”). As certain experiences have shown, functioning networks are not 

always based on a written cooperation agreement. Some cooperations rely on a 

verbal agreement only. 

For the maintenance of a network, it seems important that – at least on the working-

level – the persons involved are in a regular mutual exchange and agree on regular 

meetings. Moreover, it is useful to improve the knowledge of the consulting practice of 

the other partners. At the beginning of cooperation, it is recommendable that the 

counsellors involved get a personal impression of the other institutions and their 

specific working methods. Such activities also create trust and eliminate potential 

misconceptions between counsellors respectively network partners.  

Informal contacts and mutual sympathy play a crucial role especially on the working 

level. Staff continuity has a positive effect on the network activities. Moreover, the 

services offered should be evaluated from time to time and – if necessary – adopted 

to changing circumstances. Given the individual concerns of dropouts, individual 

counselling will remain the core element of support in a network for this target g roup. 

Activity: 

¶ What kind of experiences do you have with other institutions while working with 

dropouts? 

¶ When you think about your experiences, do you see some “recipes for 

success” which can be transferred to other places? If not, please give reasons. 

.  
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4.4 Conclusion 

A drop out from higher education usually means a substantial break in the education 

biography and the life situation of a young adult. Feelings of discontent and low self-

confidence can arise and influence the counselling process. A counsellor should 

address these emotions especially at the beginning of the process. According to the 

orientation towards the advice-seeker, the goal of the counselling process is to find 

an individually appropriate solution. In certain cases, this can be a switch from higher 

education to vocational training. Such a transition is often a long, difficult and often 

painful process for the dropout. It is important to activate the individual resources and 

to change the advice-seeker’s perspective by reframing the situation. A drop out from 

higher education means not the end of a career, but marks the beginning of a new 

sequence in working life. Currently, e.g. many German companies are interested in 

hiring dropouts for vocational training. Many dropouts are not aware of the existing 

perspectives in vocational education and are afraid of a perceived loss of status when 

leaving the system of higher education without a degree. In this context, a counsellor 

plays a key role. He can provide relevant information and thus, help to rethink the 

feeling of loss of status and refer to future prospects on the labour market. After 

having identified potential training professions and designing suitable application 

forms, a counsellor helps to develop a unique selling proposition of the dropout and 

an individual job search strategy. The chances for success increase when a network 

of counselling institutions (eg employment agency, university and business) exist and 

a dropout can – if necessary – be referred to a counsellor who best meets the specific 

concern of an advice-seeker. If a network has not yet come into existence, it is 

recommended that counsellors of different institutions initiate cooperation between 

them. Provided that the networking partners share common goals and a common 

understanding of consultancy, every party involved will benefit from cooperation. By 

coordinated activities and more marketing channels, it is possible for institutions to 

reach and support more dropouts than from a single institution. In addition, the range 

of content can be broadened. Counsellors enhance their  skills through the mutual 

exchange with counsellors from other institutions. This can improve the quality of the 

counselling process. Finally, a commonly agreed reference practice helps to guide a 

dropout to the institution that best fits to his individual needs. 
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