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Abstract

School dropout in Romanian mainstream education has become an increasingly concerning phenomenon,

especially among ethnic minority groups such as Roma students. This paper examines the psychological and
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individual factors involved in students’ intention to drop out of secondary school in a rural area. The study
investigates factors such as ethnic identity, school involvement, self-efficacy, resilience, and ethnic
victimization. A cross-sectional correlational design was applied to a sample of 138 Romanian, Hungarian,
and Roma adolescents enrolled in lower secondary schools in Mures County, Romania. The results highlight
that the intention to drop out of school is significantly associated with loneliness, lack of behavioral
engagement, and experiences of victimization. Teacher support and resilience emerged as protective factors,

mitigating dropout intention. Implications for educational policies and intervention programs are discussed,
emphasizing the need for culturally responsive strategies in Romanian schools.

1. Introduction

This study was motivated by the first author’s
professional experience working with ethnically
diverse secondary school students. Among these,
Roma students appeared to face challenges in
integrating into Romanian education, such as
psychosocial barriers and with ethnic values shaping
their behavior and cognition. Guided by a scientist-
practitioner perspective, the research aimed to
investigate these issues empirically.

The primary objective was to examine the relations
between school dropout intentions and constructs such
as ethnic identity, victimization, school involvement,
resilience, and teacher support among Romanian,
Hungarian, and Roma adolescents students. A
secondary objective was to explore the associations
between ethnic identity and school dropout intentions,
victimization, school involvement, resilience, and
self-efficacy.

A cross-sectional correlational design was
employed, with data collected through questionnaires
administered to 138 adolescents attending gymnasium
schools in the Mures rural communities of Cristesti,
Ogra, Izvoarelor Valley, and Chirileu. For greater
clarity, it should be noted that secondary school (as
used in the title), middle school and gymnasium refer
to the same educational stage. In Romania, this stage
corresponds to grades 5 through 8.

Findings indicated that school dropout intentions
were associated with multiple factors, including
lowsocial and teacher support, feelings of loneliness,
low behavioral engagement, and experiences of
physical, social, verbal, media-based, and property-
related victimization. Ethnic identity was positively
associated with resilience and behavioral engagement
and negatively correlated with victimization and
loneliness.

These findings highlight the complex interplay
between ethnic identity, psychosocial factors, and
school engagement. They underscore the importance
of targeted interventions to support adolescents at risk
of school dropout, particularly within marginalized
ethnic communities.

2. Theoretical foundation

For some students, staying in school represents a
significant challenge, leading them to leave upper
secondary education prematurely without completing
their studies. This phenomenon is commonly referred
to as school dropout.

The literature indicates that there is no standardized
operational definition of dropout (Christle et al., 2007;
Lundetre et al., 2011; Strom & Boster, 2007). For
instance, Fitzpatrick and Yoels (1992) define dropouts
as students who leave upper secondary education
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without graduating within four years, regardless of
whether they later return to complete their studies.
Similarly, Lundetra (2011) defines school dropouts as
students who fail to complete the gymnasium cycle
within five years. In Norway, approximately 30% of
all students who begin gymnasium fall into this
category, a proportion that has remained relatively
stable over the past two decades (Norway, 2013).

Students who drop out can be classified into three
groups: those who leave school early (within the first
five years), those who remain in gymnasium during
the sixth year, and those who fail to complete their
studies (Norway, 2013). Between 2007 and 2012,
around 17% of students were anticipated to drop out
and leave the educational system (Frostad et al., 2015).

Reviews conducted by Rumberger (1987, 1995;
Rumberger & Sun, 2008) indicate that antecedents,
correlates, and consequences of secondary school
dropout have been extensively studied. These studies
suggest that there is no single cause for leaving school.
Moreover, students who drop out early are not a
homogeneous group; they do not share the same risk
factors. Instead, students may have highly diverse
reasons for leaving school.

Traditional research on this phenomenon has
examined the role of demographic predictors such as
age, gender, and ethnicity (Rumberger, 1983). In
addition to demographic factors, several social
predictors have been identified, including poverty,
single-parent families, parents with low educational
attainment, and minority background (Frostad et al.,
2015). A third group of predictors includes early
academic underachievement and low scholastic
performance (Fagan & Pabon, 1990). Personal factors,
often combined with poor academic performance,

constitute another reason for school dropout.
However, this issue requires a comprehensive
perspective,  considering  individual  student

characteristics alongside school-related factors that
affect students’ decisions to stay in or leave school
(Frostad et al., 2015). These findings suggest that
school organization, communication, leadership, and
teachers can significantly impact a student’s decision
to remain in school (Knesting, 2008; Rumberger,
1987).

3. Research methodology

This study aimed to investigate two primary
aspects:

= The relations between school dropout intentions
and the following constructs: ethnic identity,
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victimization, school involvement, resilience, self-
efficacy and teacher support among secondary
school students.

» The relations between ethnic identity and the
following constructs: school dropout intentions,
victimization, school involvement, resilience, and
self-efficacy among secondary school students.

The target population comprised 138 adolescent
boys and girls enrolled in grades VI, VII, and VIII in
secondary schools located in the Mures county rural
communities of Cristesti, Ogra, Valea Izvoarelor and
Chirileu.

A stratified random sampling method was
employed, with ethnicity as the stratification variable.
Participants identified as Romanian, Hungarian, or
Roma. The distribution of participants by ethnicity
was as follows: 45 Romanian (32,6%), 41 Hungarian
(29,7%), and 52 Roma (37,7%) students. Regarding
gender, the sample included 80 boys and 58 girls.
Distribution by grade level was 53 students in grade
VI, 45 students in grade VII, and 40 students in grade
VIIL

Data were collected through a structured
questionnaire with answers on Likert scales, which
included scales measuring the following constructs:
ethnic identity, resilience, school engagement, self-
efficacy, perceived ethnic discrimination or
victimization, and school dropout intention. The
specific instruments utilized were translated for the
present study, while those previously translated were
referenced according to earlier studies:

» Ethnic ldentity Scale (Umana-Taylor, Yazedijian,&
Bamaca-Gomez, 2004);

» Resilience Questionnaire (Oshio et al., 2003;
translated and adapted into Romanian by Cazan &
Truta, 2015);

» Self-Efficacy subscale of the Patternsof Adaptive
Learning Scales (PALS; Midgley et al., 2000;

translated and adapted into Romanian by Damianet
al., 2017);

» School Engagement Measure (Fredricks et al.,
2004, 2005.

4. Results

The data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics
(version 25, 2019)to perform Pearson’s bivariate
correlation coefficients (r). Descriptive statistics can
be consulted in Table 1 whereas results of
correlational analyses can be found in Table 2. We will
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describe the obtained results for each study objective
below.

4.1. School dropout intentions and ethnic identity,
victimization, school involvement, resilience, self-
efficacy and teacher support among secondary school
students. In the current study, the intention to drop out
was significantly positively associated with all types
of wvictimization: social victimization, media
victimization, property attacks, and physical
victimization.There is also a significant positive
correlation between the intention to drop out and
loneliness at school. Conversely,the intention to drop
out was found to correlate negatively with behavioral
school engagement.

Regarding teacher support, the data showed that it
correlates negatively with the intention to drop out
among adolescents. At the same time, teacher support
was positively associated with better behavioral,
emotional, and cognitive engagement in school, as
well as with increased adolescent self-efficacy.

As for the relation between teacher support and
resilience, the surveyed students reported being more
willing to explore situations in the academic
environment and to maintain a positive orientation
toward their academic future (i.e., novelty seeking and
positive orientation).They also reported being more
aware of the meaning of their own ethnicity and
having a clearer sense of the value of their ethnic
identity. Loneliness at school was strongly associated
with the intention to drop out. Teacher support
correlated significantly positively with self-efficacy.

4.2.Ethnic identity and school dropout intentions,
victimization, school involvement, resilience, and self-
efficacy among secondary school students. Research
results indicated that the ethnic identity of middle
school students does not significantly affect their

intention to drop out of school or permanently
Table 2.
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discontinue their studies, as the correlations with
ethnic identity affirmation, ethnic identity exploration,
and ethnic identity clarity were nonsignificant.

Table 1

Means, Standard Deviations, and Cronbach’s Alphas

Scale Mean Standard Cronbach’s Alpha
Deviation Coefficient

Intention to Drop
Out
1. Intention to Drop 15.6 6.14 83
Out
2. Teacher Support 21.7 5.86 .88
3. Loneliness 10.01 5.27 .87
Ethnic Identity
4. Exploration 22.45 5.84 .62
5. Affirmation 24.58 5.13 71
6. Clarity 15.39 3.76 72
Resilience
7. Novelty Seeking 2597 4.55 .67
8. Emotional 2029 450 39
Regulation
9. Positive
Orientation 19.21 4.26 78
10. Self-Efficacy 17.27 4.47 .83
School Engagement
11. Behavioral 18.46 369 64
Engagement
12. Emotional 19.27 473 71
Engagement
13. Cognitive 2326 6.48 77
Engagement
Victimization
14. Physical
Victimization 7 3.69 84
15. Verbal
Victimization 8.69 435 78
16. Social
Victimization 8.04 4.07 83
17. Property Attack  7.80 4.57 .89
18. Average
Victimization 8.4 4.65 84

Correlations Among School Dropout Intention, Teacher Support, Loneliness, Resilience, School Engagement, Self-Efficacy, and Victimization

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19
1. School Dropout Intention —
2. Teacher Support -19%  —
3. Loneliness S1FE 20 —
4. Resilience — Affirmation -13 12 -33%% —
5. Resilience — Exploration -.06 -.01 -.03 A1 —
6. Resilience — Clarity .04 20% - 17* 0 28%%  29%x
7. Behavioral Engagement S20%% 27k 11 22% .16 37—
8. Emotional Engagement -.11 30%*%  -.05 .08 -.08 .10 15 —
9. Cognitive Engagement -.05 20%% .02 .08 .10 11 A5%% 43%%
10. Self-Efficacy -.12 35%* _26%* .09 -.02 28**  33%x 35¥x 47
11. Novelty Seeking .03 33%* 0 .20% .13 18* 39** 209%* 11 21%  53%*
12. Emotional Regulation -.05 .03 -.06 .14 -.04 .07 12 23**  36%* 10 — —
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Variable 2 3 4 5

6

7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

13. Positive Orientation =12 34xx 3%k 22%% 05
14. Total Resilience -.06 36** S 25%F 26%F 10
15. Physical Victimization 37 17 32%% _23%% _01
16. Social Victimization 30%% -07  26%*%  -22% - 24%%
17. Verbal Victimization 13 =02 28%  -19*% 01

18. Property Victimization 21% -14 33%F _31FF 207
19. Media Victimization 25%% 209 40%* - 19*%  -10

5. Discussions

5.1. School dropout intentions and ethnic identity,
victimization, school involvement, resilience, self-
efficacy and teacher support among secondary school
students. The present study identified that the primary
factors correlated with school dropout intentions
among secondary school students were loneliness at
school, low  behavioral engagement, and
victimization.Adolescents who showed higher levels
of behavioral engagement were less likely to consider
leaving school. Active behavioral participation
includes volunteering, presenting projects in front of
the class, taking on active roles in group work, and
feeling accepted and appreciated by peers (Farmer et
al., 2003).

High correlation scores between school dropout
intention and victimization indicate that students are
more prone to consider leaving school when they
experience physical, emotional, verbal, or media-
related abuse, or when their personal property is
harmed. These findings align with prior research
showing that school victimization negatively impacts
both school participation and socio-emotional
adaptation (Phelan et al., 1994).

Consistent with Lee et al. (1999), one of the most
important factors affecting adolescents’ school
satisfaction is the quality of the student—teacher
relationship, characterized by acceptance and support.
In this study, high correlations were observed between
teacher support and self-efficacy, novelty seeking,
resilience, positive orientation, and emotional
regulation.

Adolescents expressing an intention to leave school
reported lower levels of resilience. They were less
inclined to explore the academic environment, held a
less positive vision of their future, and exhibited lower
self-efficacy. Additionally, they were less likely to
assert themselves within their ethnic community or to
develop a clear sense of ethnic identity. In addition,
teacher support was significantly associated with
loneliness, indicating that students who felt isolated at

xR
39%*

-.10
-13
-.06
-.09
-13

20%%*
36%*

23%*
30%*
17
23%%
17
.03
19%

26%*
A2%*
.06
.01
-.02
-.06
.06

S50%*
S58**
-.14
-01
-.15
-.19%
-.05

39%*

-14

school also perceived lower levels of support and
understanding from their teachers.

5.2. Ethnic identity and school dropout intentions,
victimization, school involvement, resilience, and self-
efficacy among  secondary  school  students.
Interestingly, no significant correlations were found
between ethnic identity and school dropout intentions
in this sample.The correlations between ethnic identity
and students’ intention to drop out of school were
found to be minimal and statistically non-significant.
Overall, these findings indicate that ethnic identity
alone does not exert a substantial effecton the decision
to discontinue formal education during the middle
school years. It is likely that other interpersonal and
intrapersonal factors play a more prominent role in
shaping students’ intentions to leave the educational
environment.These findings highlight the importance
of focusing on broader interpersonal and intrapersonal
factors—such as victimization, loneliness, school
engagement, and teacher support—when addressing
school dropout risk, rather than attributing it to ethnic
identity factors.

These important findings should be interpreted
through the lens of a few limitations. First, the
correlational design prevents causal inference,
providing only information on concurrent relations
between variables. Second, the cross-sectional nature
of the study allows assessment at a single point in time,
limiting the ability to predict long-term outcomes.
Third, the reliance on self-reported data may introduce
subjectivity, defensive response mechanisms, or
superficial answers.Consequently, future research
should address these limitations by using larger
samples, longitudinal designs, and culturally adapted
measurement tools to further investigate and prevent
school dropout, with particular attention to ethnic-
specific needs.To deepen the understanding of school
dropout, the following future research directions are
proposed: (1) Sample expansion: Including a larger
number of participants to increase the generalizability
of the results; (2) Longitudinal design: Monitoring the
evolution of dropout intentions over an extended
period to identify trends and predictive factors; (3)
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Development of a national questionnaire: Creating an
instrument adapted to the cultural and educational
specificities of Romania to assess adolescents’ school
dropout intentions; (4) Designing intervention
programs: Developing counseling and career
guidance programs that take into account the ethnic-
specific needs of students.

Notwithstanding the aforementioned limitations,
the present research has important implications which
we will discuss below.

From a theoretical perspective, this research
deepens the understanding of school dropout among
gymnasium students, highlighting factors that
contribute to the development of early school leaving,
including teacher support, self-efficacy, victimization,
school engagement, and resilience. The findings
provide a foundation for further research in vocational
guidance and career counseling.

From a practical standpoint, the results offer a basis
for developing intervention and prevention programs
targeting adolescents at risk of dropping out.
Understanding the importance of teacher support can
inform future teacher training programs, emphasizing
empathy, unconditional acceptance, and respect,
which may help reduce dropout rates.

Recognizing the unique characteristics of different
ethnic groups and their influence within the Romanian
education system can inform practical interventions.
At the human resources level, schools may ensure the
presence of specialized personnel tailored to the needs
of each ethnic group, including teachers, school
pedagogues, counselors, and community mediators.
Attention should be given to providing qualified
teachers for teaching the Romani language, according
to the needs of students and their families.

At the curriculum level, educational plans,
programs, textbooks, and supplementary materials
should be adapted to the needs of target students,
covering core knowledge (reading, writing,
mathematics, history, geography, civics) as well as
vocational elements. For Roma students, curricula
should include the Romani language and aspects of
Roma history and culture, similar to the content
provided for Hungarian students.

Active-participatory ~ teaching  methodologies
should be employed to address adaptation difficulties,
prevent school failure, and value students’ cognitive,
attitudinal, and behavioral progress. These methods
aim to enhance learning motivation and improve
students’ self-image.
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Engagement with community mediators—
educational, social, and medical—can strengthen the
relationship between schools and the community.
Social support may be enhanced through projects such
as counseling programs for Roma children and their
families, provision of free school meals, and initiatives
to increase involvement and acceptance from peers
and the wider community.

6. Conclusions

In conclusion, this study shows that school dropout
intention among Romanian secondary school students
is affected by multiple psychosocial factors, including
loneliness, low behavioral engagement, and
experiences of physical, social, verbal, and media-
related victimization. Ethnic identity emerged as a
protective factor, being positively associated with
resilience and behavioral engagement, and negatively
related to victimization and loneliness. Teacher
support, self-efficacy, and positive school experiences
play a central role in fostering student retention and
promoting academic persistence.

These findings have important theoretical and
practical implications.

Theoretically, they contribute to a deeper
understanding of the psychological and social
determinants of school dropout within ethnically
diverse populations. Practically, they provide a basis
for developing targeted intervention programs, teacher
training initiatives, and culturally responsive curricula
designed to support at-risk students.

Providing both  theoretical and practical
implications,the present findings contribute to a deeper
understanding of the psychological and social
determinants of school dropout within ethnically
diverse populations and offer a foundation for
developing targeted interventions, teacher training,
and culturally responsive curricula to support at-risk
students.
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