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ABSTRACT 

 

In Colombia and Latin America, barely one half of students who are admitted to 

higher education actually completes their studies and obtains a college degree within a 

six-year period. Such incommensurable attrition poses huge social and economic costs, 

given the inverse relationship between education and factors like poverty, inequality, 

violence, health issues, and mortality. Therefore, understanding this phenomenon and its 

determinants, and effectively reducing attrition rates should be a priority in government 

and universities’ agendas. Both for socially responsible and for strategic reasons, higher 

education institutions should strive to improve retention rates and increase students’ 

likelihood of successfully graduating from their programs. Based on a literature review 

and our first-hand experience in a private business school in Colombia, we contend that 

teaching and follow-up strategies that build on intrinsic motivation and autonomy support 

will improve retention and increase students’ likelihood of successfully graduating.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Achieving a compromise between conflicting goals is often a grueling task for 

higher education institutions. For many universities, for instance, it is a mission mandate 

to balance sustainability with selectivity. That is, institutions must enroll enough new 

students to break even, and hopefully make a profit to reinvest, but they also have to 

attract and select qualified prospects, apt for demanding academic programs. Also, after 

admission, great efforts must be made to ensure that students make it through the program 

and graduate, without reducing or affecting the academic standards. Such balance is not 

only a particularly compelling challenge, but also one that requires priority attention. 

Education is one of the most significant factors in reducing poverty, inequality, violence, 

health issues, and mortality (Janvry & Sadoulet, 2000; Krueger, Male, & ková, 2003; 

Lleras-Muney, 2005), so every conceivable effort should be made to ensure that as many 

people as possible complete their education, without lessening quality. 

Whereas the previous rationale is true for any country and educational system, it is 

particularly urgent in emerging economies, where student attrition reaches alarming levels 

(Fox, 1986; Gershberg, González, & Meade, 2012). In Colombia, college dropout rates 

average about 50%, nationwide and across different disciplines (J. H. Escobar, 2007), as 

shown in Table 1. That is, barely one half of students who are admitted to higher 

education actually completes their studies and obtains a college degree, within a six-year 

period (see Figure 1).  

 

Table 1. Cumulative attrition rates by areas of knowledge in Colombia. 
Source: (MEN, 2008). 
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Academic areas 1st Semester 5th Semester 10th Semester 

Engineering, Architecture, Urbanism 23,16% 46,13% 55,58% 

Arts 19,95% 40,87% 52,50% 

Economics, Management and Business  21,37% 41,26% 50,98% 

Agronomic Science and Veterinary Medicine 20% 41,37% 50,67% 

Education Sciences 19,15% 38,23% 47,65% 

Basic Sciences 19,45% 40,22% 46,92% 

Social Sciences 18,13% 35,33% 45,41% 

Health Sciences 13,92% 29,99% 38,61% 

 

 

Figure 1. Semester when students drop out from college. 
Source: (MEN, 2008). 
 

As shown in Figure 2, this sad reality is also common to most other Latin American 

countries, which poses foreseeable—albeit immeasurable—consequences (De Vries, 
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attrition and its determinants—and, more important, effectively reducing attrition rates—
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should be a priority in government and universities’ agendas (Bennett, 2003). The 

Colombian Ministry of Education, for instance, has advanced several initiatives aimed at 

reducing college attrition, including incentives for higher education institutions that 

consistently and significantly improve their retention rates (MEN, 2008, 2010). Quite 

evidently, both for socially responsible and for strategic reasons, higher education 

institutions should strive to improve retention rates and increase students’ likelihood of 

successfully graduating from their programs. 

  

 

Figure 2. Attrition rate in Latin American Universities. 
Source: (A. B. Escobar & Dueñas, 2014). 
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and other forms of financial aid. Based on a literature review and our first-hand 

experience in a private business school in Colombia, we contend that teaching and follow-

up strategies that build on intrinsic motivation (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 1999; Deci & 

Ryan, 2000, 2002, 2008a, 2008b; Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b, 2008) and autonomy 

support (Deci, La Guardia, Moller, Scheiner, & Ryan, 2006; Ryan & Deci, 2006; Sheldon 

& Filak, 2008) will improve retention and increase students’ likelihood of successfully 

graduating. More specifically, we suggest that academic strategies should be matched to 

the individual student’s level. That is, students’ in early stages of their college education 

should be motivated by appeals to extrinsic motives, whereas students in more advanced 

stages should be motivated by means of more intrinsically supportive strategies. This 

suggestion is consistent with previous research that has observed a progression from 

external, controlling motives to more internalized, self-determined motives, as people 

progress from early stages of competence or readiness to more advanced stages, across 

different contexts and behavioral domains (Adcroft, 2010; Buckworth, Lee, Regan, 

Schneider, & DiClemente, 2007; Marcus, Rakowski, & Rossi, 1992; Uskul, Keller, & 

Oyserman, 2008).  

 

ANTECEDENTS AND CONTEXT 

 

Formulating a feasible strategy requires an understanding of the context 

(Whittington, 1996). Underprivileged students who attend college do so in lieu of easier 

and less expensive options. For them, higher education is an unlikely choice: were it not 

for government or university-funded financial aid, an extremely large number of young 
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adults would never get into college, much less graduate from a high quality program. 

Paying for their tuition, however, is often the least of their troubles. Low income levels 

usually imply other handicaps, associated with a poorer quality of basic education, and 

with less developed language, cultural and social skills, relative to their more privileged 

peers (MEN, 2008). Not surprisingly, many underprivileged students fall prey to the 

natural selection common to most higher education institutions. In Colombia, for 

example, attrition amongst students from low-income households is at least 10% higher 

than attrition amongst students from the higher socio-economic strata (MEN, 2008). 

Even if they manage to attain the minimum entrance scores in standardized tests, 

many of them fail to maintain the grade point average (GPA) required to stay in college 

and are hence withdrawn from the programs, or simply bail out because of the multiple 

pressures of a radically alien environment. 

We argue that much of this drop-out phenomenon relates to an inappropriate fit 

between the student entrance skills and the university’s requirements. Moreover, because 

many highly competitive colleges and universities assertively attract and enroll students 

from diverse backgrounds, student population is increasingly heterogeneous in terms of 

socio-economic strata, ethnicity, culture, and schooling. Inevitably, such heterogeneity 

fosters large gaps in academic, social, and cultural skills, between students coming from 

low-income households or under-represented minorities and those raised under more 

privileged conditions. 

Despite such disadvantages, many students transcend their background and 

handicaps, manage to attain the minimum standards, and eventually graduate from 

college. Such academic success is generally the result of effective self-control strategies 
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and disciplined study processes (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007; Baumeister, Vohs, & Tice, 

2007; B. J. Zimmerman, 2001; Barry J. Zimmerman, 2002). The willpower necessary to 

achieve such self-regulation, and eventually overcome the cultural and skill gap, is more 

likely to occur when students assume the responsibility for their actions and for the future 

consequences of such actions (Strathman, 2010; Strathman, Gleicher, Boninger, & 

Edwards, 1994). The sense of autonomy experienced by students who perceive the locus 

of causality within themselves, and act accordingly, is likely to result in the kind of self-

determined behavior that facilitates learning (Chatzisarantis, Hagger, Biddle, & 

Karageorghis, 2002; Chatzisarantis, Hagger, & Brickell, 2008; Rothbaum, Weisz, & 

Snyder, 1982). That is, the autonomous, future-oriented, self-determined students are 

likely to appropriately identify their learning goals and direct their efforts towards 

accomplishing such goals, motivated more for internal reasons than because of external 

pressures. Moreover, such students will probably be prone to self-assess themselves in 

order to identify their strengths and weaknesses (Fenwick, 2002). Such an enlightened 

self-awareness will increase their chances of overcoming any social, cultural, or 

competence gaps that they might have. 

Previous research has shown this relationship between intrinsically motivated, self-

determined behaviors and effective learning, even in the absence of external reinforcers or 

supports. Although extrinsically motivated students might also achieve good results, there 

is a larger variability both in performance and in attrition rates (Lei, 2010). In fact, it has 

been suggested that offering tangible contingent rewards—or punishments—could 

actually undermine student’s intrinsic motivation to study and learn (Bartholomew, 

Ntoumanis, & Thøgersen-Ntoumani, 2009; Deci et al., 1999). Given the widespread use 
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of external reinforcers in academic, teaching, learning, and student retention programs 

(e.g., grades, bonuses, different controls, exams, tests, etc.), this is a potentially valuable 

insight that we will further assess in order to improve our interventions. 

 

THE SFRP APPROACH 

 

In short, intrinsic motivation might help students engage in self-determined 

behaviors, overcome individual or contextual disadvantages, and successfully complete 

their college education. The high attrition rates, however, suggest at least two possible 

inferences. Either a very large number of students lack such intrinsic motivation, or 

traditional approaches are inefficient in providing the conditions that foster the self-

determined behaviors that increase likelihood of success. Or both. 

As shown by extant evidence, merely providing financial aid does not take care of 

the problem, although it does reduce it (MEN, 2008). In addition to providing financial 

support, schools should implement academic and psychological support systems that 

effectively increase vulnerable students’ chances of survival. That, precisely, was the 

intention upon implementing our school’s Student Follow-up and Retention Program 

(SFRP) for readmitted students. In our business school, readmitted students are students 

who, having been withdrawn for low academic performance, are granted readmission for 

one term, under a probation status. If they succeed in attaining a minimum GPA of 3.4 at 

the end of their probation term, they regain their regular academic status.  

The main objective of the SFRP is to increase the enrolled students’ retention 

through a clinical intervention aimed at providing both academic support, in order to 
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improve their academic performance, and social support, to facilitate their adaptation to 

university life. Figure 3 illustrates the general process involved in the SFRP program. 

 

 

Figure 3. SFRP program’s general process. 
Source: (A. B. Escobar & Dueñas, 2014). 
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supported on previous research on education, economics, psychology, and organizational 

behavior (see Table 2).  

 

Table 2. SFRP’s approach to determinants of attrition. 
Source: (A. B. Escobar & Dueñas, 2014). 
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NUANCES RELATING TO THE SFRP 

 

An important motivation for this paper, and for a more thorough understanding of 

the psychological effects underlying the entire attrition-retention situation, relates to our 

concern for students who barely pass the cut-off threshold for withdrawal. That is, 

students who get a less than 3.4 grade point average (GPA) on any given semester are 

considered on probation throughout the following semester, and are required to improve 

their grades (i.e., get a GPA of 3.4 or more) in order to regain their normal status. If they 
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fail to do so, and attain a less than 3.4 GPA for a second consecutive term, they are 

withdrawn on the grounds of low academic performance. Many of these students are 

readmitted on a probation status, on the condition that they sign in for a limited number of 

classes and bring their GPA back to normal levels. Given the current rules, a student who 

gets a 3.39 GPA on her probation term is withdrawn because of low academic 

performance, whereas a readmitted student who gets a 3.40 regains her normal status. 

While the latter can resume her studies with a normal class load, the former student, if 

readmitted, would enter the SFRP, get the corresponding academic and psychological 

support, and sign up for a limited number of classes. That is, a 0.01 difference in a 

semester’s GPA makes all the difference in determining whether a student gets the 

support and follow-up treatment or not. Quite evidently, a 3.40 GPA student is likely to 

have the same academic risk as a 3.39 GPA student. However, because of the current 

standards, the former might go on below the radar, and maybe incur in more serious, and 

possibly harder to deal with, academic problems further ahead on the program. 

This issue leads to our interest in assessing the psychological mechanisms 

underlying the academic and personal processes in this student population at risk. Not 

only we are aiming at improving our retention rates via more effective interventions, but 

we also hope to be able to advance useful and practical strategies to identify students who 

are at risk, beyond simply waiting for them to fall below the GPA standard. Based on our 

literature review, we argue that the type of motivation permeates all of these issues. 

 

THE SFRP’S RESULTS 
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The SFRP has achieved remarkable results, significantly increasing readmitted 

students’ retention rates. Based on a holistic approach that actively involves teachers, 

psychologists, staff and parents, this follow-up and coaching program has significantly 

improved readmitted students’ retention. From an average readmitted retention rate of 

56%, before implementing the SFRP, current readmitted retention rates have improved to 

about 72% (See Figure 4). Results are even higher (86%) amongst students benefitting 

from the Icesos program, a scholarship awarded to low-income students who comply with 

our school’s entry standardized tests requirements (see Figure 5).  

 

 

Figure 4. Students’ retention after participating in the SFRP program. 
Source: (A. B. Escobar & Dueñas, 2014) 
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Figure 5. Students’ retention after SFRP – Icesos scholarship students vs. non-Icesos. 
Source: (A. B. Escobar & Dueñas, 2014) 
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Figure 6. Students from low socioeconomic status (SES) enrolled in Business School. 
Source: (A. B. Escobar & Dueñas, 2014) 
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Proposition 3: The positive relationship between the SFRP and the student’s 

subsequent academic performance is stronger for future-oriented students, relative 

to present-oriented students. 

 

Proposition 4: There is a positive relationship between the SFRP and the student’s 

subsequent intrinsic motivation towards learning. 

 

Proposition 5: There is a positive relationship between the SFRP and the student’s 

subsequent consideration of future consequences. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

To test our propositions, we will analyze data obtained from students’ records 

include information on socio-economic strata (SES), national standardized tests results, 

high-school transcripts, parents’ education level, GPA, scholarships, and courses taken. 

As a norm, students participating in the SFRP are asked to complete the Learning and 

Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI), a metacognitive test that assesses their learning 

abilities and study strategies (Nist, Mealey, Simpson, & Kroc, 1990). Also, students’ 

parents or guardians are asked to complete a custom questionnaire that provides additional 

insights on the students’ study habits. Finally, our data also include recorded results of the 

individual student’s appointments with the SFRP’s psychologist. In addition to the 

SFRP’s records, we will assess students’ motivational orientation using the intrinsic 

motivation inventory (IMI) questionnaire (Amabile, Hil, Hennessey, & Tighe, 1995; 

Amabile, Hill, Hennessey, & Tighe, 1994). Students’ temporal orientation will be 

measured using the consideration of future consequences scale (CFCS) (Strathman et al., 

1994). 
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Descriptive statistics and pair-wise correlation coefficients will be obtained for all 

relevant variables, and predictors and criterion values will be plotted in scatter-plot graphs 

to visualize the hypothesized effects. To test for the hypothesized main effects and to test 

for the moderation hypotheses (Baron & Kenny, 1986), the criterion variable (SFRP) will 

be regressed on its predictor (student performance), its potential moderators (intrinsic 

motivation and future orientation), and the interaction between these variables. We 

attempt to estimate the effect of the SFRP and test our causal hypotheses using a 

regression discontinuity (RD) design (Hahn, Todd, & Van der Klaauw, 2001), given that 

we have a cut-off point that allows us to identify those students that have to participate in 

the program because of their GPA. We are using a pooled sample of all students who have 

participated in the SFRP and those who, because they attained a GPA equal or greater 

than 3.4 while on probation, do not participate in the program. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The effectiveness achieved by the program so far is undeniable. These results, 

however, have been more a consequence of an essentially empirical approach of trial-and-

error, rather than a rigorous scientific process. Furthermore, as our school’s academic 

standards become progressively more stringent, the number of students withdrawn every 

semester because of low academic performance increases consistently.   

Therefore, the SFRP program, the school’s academic quality and the entire 

Colombian higher education system could benefit from a more profound comprehension 

of the attrition issues. To keep improving the program’s effectiveness, and to develop 
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preventive—rather than corrective—retention strategies, we need to probe deeper into the 

psychological processes underlying the SFRP program, student attrition, and the learning 

processes, as a whole.  

Further decreasing the number of students with a high risk of attrition, by means of 

a closer understanding of the determinants of attrition and retention, is a challenge with 

enormous value, both for the school and for the individuals, not to mention the significant 

contribution to society at large that reducing student attrition implies. 
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