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ABSTRACT:
The study’ set out to ascertain how students, who begin a Higher Education course which
1s not their first option, adapt to the Faculty and why they do not drop out.

Data was obtained by means of questionnaires and semi-structured interviews given to
students who had entered Higher Education for the first time in 2004/2005.

The findings indicated that students began to understand the profession, the type of
population they are likely to work with and the type of work they may perform through
the practical academic activities carried out during the course. Student involvement in the
course and their pedagogical relationship were seen to be the most important factors in
their decision to stay on the course.
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INTRODUCTION

The first year of Higher Education is problematic
for many teachers and students at the University.
Academic failure, dropout and the apparent lack
of student motivation in many cases are cause of
concern for the country and its institutions, and
not only worrying, but also frustrating for teach-
ers and students. In addition to the extremely high
failure rate®, universities are confronted with a
progressive reduction of students owing to socio-
-demographic factors.

In an attempt to find the root of some of these
problems — the fact that students mainly get into
low priority courses has been considered, where the
1st year at university is used to “bide time” just to
get a course transfer — which also justifies dropout
to a certain extent. Failure is frequently explained as
a result of disinterest, lack of motivation, students’
difficulties in fitting into the Faculty and even their
difficulties in managing learning and study methods
(Tavares et al., 2000).

Measures taken by the Ministry of Science,
Technology and Education have proved the im-
portance of dropout on requesting studies that will
make it possible to typify the causes of failure/drop-
out in Higher Education, by means of decree law
no. 6659/99 — 2nd series, so as to implement pre-
ventive measures and ways of promoting academic
success in order to tackle school dropout.

This study is part of a research project which is
concerned with the factors of success/failure among

1st year students in Higher Education and focuses
on the 1ssue of academic dropout. Academic drop-
out has been defined as ceasing to frequent a course
in which one is enrolled before its conclusion, ob-
taining a transfer to another course or dropping out
of the faculty and/or university.

This situation is one of the problems in the Oral
Hygiene course of the FMD-UL, as the annual av-
erage of 1st year dropouts from this course since
2001 has been 8.3%. This course has been chosen
as the field study and an in-depth study has been
conducted with a view to offering a contribution to
the identification of strategies, be they prevention
or intervention, in order to minimize the number of
students who prematurely drop out of their courses.

A number of authors defend that student experi-
ences during their 1st academic semester may alter
their initial expectations and intentions (Pinheiro,
2003; Santos, 2000; Schlossberg et al.,1989; Tavares
et al., 2000). The complexity of situations and en-
vironments in which students are immersed during
their transition and adaptation phase in Higher Edu-
cation has been found to have implications on their
decision to remain in or drop out of their courses
(Ferreira et al., 2001; Nico, 2000; Pinheiro, 2003;
Schlossberg et al., 1995; Soares, 1999).

In the analysis of higher education course drop-
out/continuation, dropout was found to be more
frequent and probably more voluntary in the early
months after entry. Tinto (1975, 1989b) found that
more than half the dropout cases are among stu-
dents enrolled in the 1st year.
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The dropout phenomenon may be understood
from both an individual and institutional perspec-
tive. On an individual level, dropping out of a course
may represent failure to accomplish an aim, a lack
of interest or ability to satisfy the academic work.
On an institutional level, the same phenomenon
may affect the organization, academic programming
and, In many cases, institutional prestige (Tinto,
1989a, 1993). By conjugating these perspectives,
some studies point to a need for early intervention
which is based on the assumption of identifying the
problems associated with this phenomenon (Du-
ran & Diaz, 1999; Mendes et al., 2001). These lat-
ter authors have identified some of the problems:
unsuitable choice of course — through decisions
influenced by friends, relatives or trends and not
through vocation; very low entry qualifications;
inadequate student integration in intellectual and
social faculty environments; poor teacher-student
relationship. Others, (Pascarella, 1982; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1980; Pascarella ¢f al., 1986; Tinto, 1975,
1987, s/d), on the other hand, highlight the fact that
a student’s decision to continue in courses increases
when there is: good student adaptation to the new
reality; when the teacher-student relationship is
positive, when there is academic and social support
of teachers and peers; when students believe in their
own success and when they feel involved and valued
by the institutions where they attend courses.

Having found an increase in the number of stu-
dents who drop out of the Oral Hygiene course be-
fore concluding it (out of the total number of stu-
dents who entered the course from 2001 onwards,
23.8% requested a course transfer at the end of the
1* year and 9.5% failed in the 1* year and dropped
out), it became important to try to understand the
reason for a considerably high school dropout rate.

In 2001, the Oral Hygiene professional course
(OH) became a baccalaureate, having doubled its
student intake. Absenteeism, failure and dropout
increased. For the first time worker-students, pre-
-requisites and student entry, in the context of ap-
plication to Higher Education, increased, where stu-
dents chose the course as their 5" or 6™ option. Also,
for the first time, there ceased to be specific vocational
tests for access to the course and a large percentage of
the new students have no idea about what the course
involves and what its professional outlets are.

When considering the applications for the aca-
demic years 2001/2002, 2002/2003 and 2003/2004,
only 19% of the students who entered the OH
course chose it as a 1st option, 22% chose it as a
2nd option; 22% as a 3rd option; 16% as a 4™ op-
tion; 6% as a 5th option and 14% as a 6" option. In
other words, most vacancies have been occupied by
students who do not choose the course as their 1
option. This discrepancy between the course they
wish to frequent and the course they manage to get
on may be one of the dropout factors in this course,
as well as in others.

The research, which is partly presented here,
focused primarily on the study of the “Non School
Dropout” factors of students placed in courses rep-
resenting low priority in their choice. Studies that
have already been carried out (Tavares et al., 2000;
Tinto, 1975) point to the multifactoriality of reasons
for adaptation and school success. From the per-
spective of justifying a possible prevention/interven-
tion program for this new population, it also became
necessary to characterize it, recognize its needs, dif-
ficulties, expectations and motivations. So, the aim
was to identify the data of 1st year student reality in
the OH course which may then be considered in re-
flection and debate on how the FMD-UL can work
towards the permanence and success of its students,
by raising two main issues:

1. What favors the continuation of students on a
course that is not their 1st option?

2. What are the effects of the first semester on the
change of attitudes in the student towards the
course and Faculty attended?

METHOD

The study was carried out with students who had
enrolled for the first time in the first year of the OH
course of the FMD-UL, among a total number of 30
students, whereby the following data collection in-
struments were used:

Questionnaire for the characterization of all stu-
dents.

Semi-structured interviews with ten students
who offered to be volunteers.
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Adapted questionnaire to identify factors that
contribute to the successful adaptation of 1st
year students at the Faculty (Questiondrio de
Adaptagio ao Ensino Superior — QAES [Ques-
tionnaire on Adaptation to Higher Education],
Lemos et al.,1999).

This triangulation of information has rendered the
results more trustworthy, while fully understanding
that the limitations of an instrument may have been
obscured by the use of another.

The questionnaire for the characterization of
students was filled in during the first lesson on the
first day of classes in the 1st semester of the OH
course, covering a total of 30 students. With closed-
-response questions (Likert scale) and open-ended
responses, the questionnaire was made up of 32
questions grouped into four dimensions:

1. Demographic and school characterization, cov-
ering items related to gender, age, residence,
means of income and channel for entry into
Higher Education.;

2. Student decisions and intentions on entry into
Higher Education, with questions related to the
factors that influenced their choice of 1st option
course and the course they are currently attend-
ing, satisfaction with entry into Higher Educa-
tion and intention to change course;

3. Difficulties and expectations foreseen by stu-
dents;

4. Expectations of academic performance as uni-
versity students.

At the end of the 1st semester, semi-structured in-
terviews were given to ten voluntary students so as
to further the information already collected from
the characterization questionnaires, identification
of expectations and factors leading them to give the
course up or continue.

The QAES was applied during the first week of
classes in the 2nd semester of the OH course, cov-
ering the students from the 1st year who had not
yet given up the course, among a total of 26 stu-
dents. The items of the questionnaire were related
to: socio-demographic characteristics; secondary
school performance and access to Higher Educa-
tion; study skills; appreciation of method content

in 1st semester subjects; opportunities for integra-
tion in a university context; satisfaction with re-
lational and social environment; problems expe-
rienced and subsequent degree of concern; over-
all life satisfaction; perception of secondary and
higher education performance; self-assessment of
study skills; satisfaction with performance in the
1st semester; perception of adaptation to the Uni-
versity and course motivation.

The data collected from the characterization
questionnaire by means of Likert scale questions
were subject to statistical processing of a descrip-
tive nature, given the reduced number of subjects
under study. As far as the open-ended questions
of this questionnaire and the interview content
are concerned, all the information was subject to
a content analysis technique (Bardin, 2004). The
data collected through the QAES was also analyzed
through descriptive statistical processes, and some
comparative, relational and frequency analyses were
also carried out.

RESULTS

Out of the 30 students covered by this study, who
had entered the 1st year of the OH course for the 1st
time, 86.67% were female and 13.3% male. The av-
erage age was 20 years, the minimum being 18 years
and the maximum 25 years. Only 63.3% of these
students had applied to Higher Education for the
first time, the other $6.7% had applied more often,
81.82% of whom having frequented other Higher
Education courses without finishing them. It is
worth mentioning that 26% of all participants had
dropped out of other Higher Education courses.

The decision to frequent Higher Education
had been strongly influenced by parents and
friends (60%) and peers and friends (22%), while
10% were of the opinion they had not been influ-
enced by anyone; the rest (8%) had been advised
by health professionals.

The factors that influenced the choice of 1** op-
tion courses were mainly vocation (27.1%), the value
of the course in the labor market (25.9%) and the
potential interest of the course (20%). The rest of
the responses were spread out over factors such as:
family or friends with the same qualification (7.1%),
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family or friends taking the same course (7.1%), pres-
tige of the course (7.1%) and ease of entry (5.9%).
However, it was also found that the OH course
was only a first choice for 35.7% students. In other
words, the majority (64.3%) of students were taking
a course that had not been their first choice. Other
first choices favored a number of courses in the area
of Health Sciences, the most popular of which were
Nursing (17.9%) and Dentistry (10.7%).

The main concerns anticipated by the students
were related to the social environment, the fear of
“not getting along with peers” being the biggest
worry displayed, followed by fear of establishing re-
lationships with teachers. The difficulties referred
to by the students with the academic environment
showed their “fear of not adapting to the environ-
ment”; “not being able to integrate in academic
life”; “limited availability for extra-curricular activi-
ties” and “a lack of union among courses from the
same faculty”.

As far as the Oral Hygiene course itself 1s con-
cerned, the type of difficulties students expected to
encounter were related to “ the time for requesting a
course transfer”; the fact of “not liking the course”;
“lack of motivation due to taking the course” and
the “desire to change”. Perhaps the desire to change
was at the root of the fact that 62.1% of the total
number of students who responded to the question-
naire (at the beginning of the 1st semester) displayed
the intention to change course.

Nevertheless, experiences during the 1st semes-
ter and involvement in course activities seem to have
brought about a change in student attitudes, inten-
tions and expectations in relation to peers, teachers
and faculty course. This was inferred through the
percentage differences in the intentions to change
course registered between the beginning of the 1st
and 2nd semesters. At this time only 30.8% of stu-
dents maintained the intention to change course.

Students were surprised by some facts encoun-

tered during the course of the 1st semester:

1) Regarding the faculty, students were positively
surprised by its small size, the fact that it had few
courses and few students per class, thus, mak-
ing the academic environment more familiar; the
ideas that classes would be held in large amphi-
theatres with many students, that the people in

the institutions were older and that the freshman
introduction activities might not be very pleas-
ant emerged positively as thwarted expectations
at the end of this first semester;

1) The course was a pleasant surprise for the
students who had not had any itial expecta-
tions, particularly the clinical and community
components. The fact that the course involved
hard work with a series of mid-term evaluations
pleased the students, since while on the one
hand it seemed like a prolongment of second-
ary school to them, on the other it obliged them
“positively” to study and keep up with the sub-
jects, not only studying for the exams;

i1) Contrary to the expectations they had had in
relation to the teachers being old, distant and
“pouring out” subject matter, the students dem-
onstrated appreciation for the good working
relations they established with them, their avail-
ability, informality and ways of teaching;

1iv) The constant and unexpected support of stu-
dents at a more advanced stage in the course and
the good relationships among class peers were,
equally, very positive factors;

v) The main factors referred to for dropping out of
the course were, primarily, low self-esteem, fam-
ily influence, the idea of having low manual skills
and fear of practical lessons.

As regards students’ perception of the degree of
adaptation to the University, at the beginning of the
2nd semester students, in general, considered them-
selves to be well adapted. Students who consider
themselves to be “very well adapted or well adapted
to the institution” were found to be among those for
whom the course had not been a first choice (93.3%
versus 81.8%). When the students were divided on
the basis of their intention to continue or not on the
course, those intending to leave seemed to be less
satisfied with the 1st semester (37.5% reported to be
satisfied or very satisfied versus 52,5% of those with
no intention of leaving) and less satisfied with life
(87.5% reported to be satisfied or highly satisfied
versus 88.9% of those with no intention of leaving);
nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that more than
50% of these students felt “very satisfied” or “satis-
fied” with life and considered themselves to be “very
well adapted or well adapted to the institution”.
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As far as the problems experienced by the stu-
dents are concerned, attention and concentration
were the most mentioned, followed by anxiety, dif-
ficulty with studies and poor physical health. Curi-
ously, there are more 1st choice students with bio-
-psychological problems, with the exception of poor
physical health with a slightly higher percentage in
students who entered the course through other op-
tions. On the other hand, there are more depressed
and anxious students displaying attention and con-
centration problems among those intending to drop
out of the course, in comparison with those who
wish to continue. The students intending to drop
out of the course point more frequently to experi-
encing problems in their relationships with boy/
girlfriends, financial difficulties, as well as difficulties
related to their studies, adaptation to the institution
and to being away from their family environment.

Analysis of the data collected through the in-
terviews enables us to understand how student in-
volvement in the course 1s central to the decision to
continue. They come to understand more clearly
what the course and profession is about, the type of
population with which they will work and the type
of work they will perform professionally, such as
Mercuri, Silveira and Polydoro also observed (1998,
quoted by Mercuri & Polydoro, 2004) through the
activities carried out.

The factors referred to by the participants for
continuing with the course focused, primarily, on
the course itself, the relationship with teachers and
peers, as also referred to by Pascarella and Teren-
zini (1980). The students spoke favorably of the
practical lessons, the diversity of the population
with whom they worked throughout the course
and their anticipation of performing clinical con-
sultations during the course. The importance of
support and good informal relationships estab-
lished with class peers and older peers was also
strongly mentioned. Among the positive factors
they attributed to the course, they showed particu-
lar appreciation for the practical clinical and com-
munity lessons at the beginning of the 1st semester.
The fact that attending theory classes and study-
ing was indispensable, owing to consecutive con-
tinuous assessment throughout the course, they
felt obliged to spend longer periods at the institu-
tion and to keep up to date, which gave them the

pleasant feeling that the experience had become a
prolongment of their secondary education.

DISCUSSION

As far as choice priority of the course is concerned,
the findings obtained in this study of students enter-
ing the first year of the Oral Hygiene course at the
FMD-UL reinforce what has been found in terms of
the difficulties in access to Higher Education often
beginning with the actual course choice, frequently
made not on the basis of choice but elimination and
the occupancy of vacancies by students with better
marks for entering Higher Education. These facts
lead many students to take courses for which they
have no particular vocation and with which they
are often unfamiliar. The analysis of Tinto (1993)
was taken into account, especially when he states
that there are young adults who enroll on courses
which are low in their choice priority, since they
have higher marks than those who opt for them as
a first choice, thus, those who do enter are potential
dropouts who will leave the vacancies unoccupied,
hence, reducing the number of students who take
these courses.

As regards the “Oral Hygiene Course”, the dif-
ficulties these students anticipate show the pro-
visional nature of their intention to continue with
the course, thus, revealing a prior: their fear of dif-
ficulties associated with a lack of motivation and
desire for change in relation to the course and even
the point of requesting a transfer to another course.
These results are apparently in keeping with what
Silveira and Polydoro (1998, quoted by Mercuri &
Polydoro, 2004) suggest when they point out that
primarily the belief they are in a temporary condi-
tion that will be overcome by an internal reorganiza-
tion of the institution (transfer or change of course)
or the accumulation of credits on entry to another
course (outside the institution) is what leads stu-
dents to enroll on non-preferential courses.

In the case of the students covered by this study,
the alteration of expectations throughout the first
academic semester of the course and faculty was
quite positive. The course favorably surprised the
students who had no initial expectations at the
outset, particularly the practical component of the
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course. The data collected in this study ties in with
that from the study carried out by Soares and Alme-
ida (2001) where the students who were favorably
surprised and realistic in their expectations regard-
ing peer relations and investment in course-related
activities, stood out from those whose expectations
were moderate or completely thwarted by their
university experience. The former presented bet-
ter indicators in terms of study methods and time
management, also in vocational development, ad-
aptation to the institution and involvement in extra-
-curricular activities.

As far as the OH students are concerned, they
were favorably surprised by the fact that the faculty
was small, had few courses and few students per
class, thus, making the academic space more famil-
1ar. Anticipation that classes would be held in large
amphitheatres with many students, that the people
in the institutions were older and that the freshman
introduction activities might not be very pleasant
emerged as thwarted expectations at the end of this
first semester.

The findings suggest that, to a certain extent, the
quality of the university context encouraged these
student opinions and, as mentioned by Chickering
(1969), the role played by the size of the organization
contributed to this through its institutional aims, the
interactions established between students and mem-
bers of the university community, teacher practices
and services and programs made available to stu-
dents. Furthermore, the findings in the case of the
OH course suggest that academic experiences often
exceeded initial expectations and the emergence of
“surprised students” is just as defined by Baker and
Schultz (1992, quoted by Soares & Almeida, 2001).

These findings enable us to verify that practical
lessons, the professionalizing aspects of the course,
the teacher/student ratio, the size of classes and the
faculty are positive factors which are able to change
the more negative initial experiences. Students dem-
onstrated their appreciation for the good working
relations established with the teachers on account of
their availability, informality and ways of teaching.

The information gathered on the possible factors
that lead students to remain on a course which was
not their 1st choice supports those previously men-
tioned. Greater emphasis is given to the importance
of good relations established between teachers and

peers, a good faculty atmosphere and the profession-
al activities to be developed after the course has been
concluded. Such data ties in with the component of
Astin’s model (1993, quoted by Santos, 2001), which
suggests that continuation in school is strongly as-
sociated with student and peer relations and interac-
tions between students and the institution.

The main causes referred to as being at the root
of course dropout were mainly personal factors relat-
ed to the low self esteem of students, such as fear of
practices, fear of hurting peers, fear of hurting peo-
ple, fear of not being capable. A number of research
studies corroborate such data, in that such personal
perceptions of a lack of ability and performance dif-
ficulties are seen to be important in the academic ad-
justment and accomplishment of students (Barros &
Almeida, 1991),and the experience of these problems
has negative implications on academic performance,
often leading to an increase in rates of school drop-
out (Rickinson & Rutherford, quoted by Santos,
2000). Such evidence points to a need for the crea-
tion of special support structures for students who
cyclically display apprehension, insecurity and shy-
ness in practical lessons, since such difficulties may
potentially favor dropout and failure.

Family influence also proved to be important in
the decision to change course, as well as the fear of
not being able to work in the professional area after
finishing the course.

It is worth mentioning that some of the reasons
that motivate the dropout situations referred to in
the literature (Mendes ef al., 2001) were not verified
with the students in this research study, since the
absence of professional outlets and financial costs,
inherent to higher education attendance, were not
referred to as factors leading students to drop out
of this course.

Although the population of this research study
only presents data representative of itself, it does,
however, present an identical proportion and se-
quence in the distribution of its problems in com-
parison with the study developed with 14 under-
graduate courses at the Faculty of Science of the
University of Porto by Lemos et al. (1999), applied
to a sample of 494 1st year students.

Through the collected data, one may observe
that there are more students with problems of a psy-
chological nature among those intending to leave,
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whereas those who entered the course in “other” op-
tions, rather than the first, do not present the same
problems. Once again, this supports the need for
an identification of students’ intentions on entering
a course so that, preventively, social and academic
support may be given to those who will potentially
present more problems. Throughout this study,
there were no major differences found in the degrees
of satisfaction and dissatisfaction, in the various di-
mensions evaluated in adaptation to Higher Edu-
cation, among the students of 1st choice and other
options. The differences were found between those
wishing to leave and those wishing to continue.
Therefore, all the students may be regarded
as potential “deserters”, since some of those who
chose the course as a first option consider the pos-
sibility of leaving, while students who entered with

lower options consider continuing, which was not
observed in the study by Mendes, Lourengo and
Pile (2001), where dropout was seen to be a typi-
cal characteristic of students whose course had not
been their first choice.

The ability and effort of courses and institu-
tions to accomplish student involvement so as to
reinforce in them the desire to continue should be
geared towards all students.

However, for fuller appreciation of the issue
under study, we recommend the carrying out of
longitudinal studies to investigate alterations in
university student attitudes and reasons for their ex-
istence over several years of course and post-course
duration, so as to define interest focuses and crucial
points requiring potential need of support on the
part of institutions, peers and teachers.
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ENDNOTES

1. This article 1s based on research developed
by the author within the scope of a Master degree in
Higher Education Pedagogy at the Faculty of Psy-
chology and Educational Sciences of the University
of Lisbon (Albuquerque, 2006).

2. Universidade de Lisboa em Numeros.
Retrieved 20/12/06 from http://www.ul.pt/dow-
loads/universidade_em_Numeros_2005.pdf
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