
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Risk factors and coping options in preventing university dropout - An 

institutional screening tool supporting first-year student success 

Judit Tessényi, SZTE, Hungary 

Szilvia Tari, SZTE, Hungary 

ABSTRACT  

The transition to higher education represents a critical developmental period for students and is frequently 

associated with academic, psychological, and social challenges. Within the growing body of First-Year Experience 

research, increasing attention has been devoted to early identification of factors that may contribute to student 

disengagement and dropout. This paper introduces the conceptual development and institutional application of a 

multidimensional screening tool designed to support the early recognition of potential dropout risk factors among 

university students. 

The instrument was developed at the University of Szeged as part of a broader institutional strategy to strengthen 

student wellbeing, academic engagement, and retention. Rather than presenting empirical results from student 

responses, this ‘On the Horizon’ article focuses on the design rationale, theoretical foundations, and practical 

implementation of the questionnaire within a university support environment. The tool is intended to promote 

structured self-reflection among students while simultaneously assisting institutional support services in identifying 

areas where targeted interventions may be beneficial. 

The article outlines the conceptual framework underlying the questionnaire, the thematic domains it addresses, and 

the mechanisms through which students receive guidance and support following completion of the survey. 

Particular attention is given to the integration of the instrument into institutional support structures, including 

counselling services, mentoring programs, and learning support initiatives. 

By presenting the development and institutional application of this screening tool, the paper contributes to the 

broader conversation on proactive, data-informed approaches to supporting first-year student success in higher 

education. 
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Introduction 

Student dropout in higher education remains a persistent challenge internationally. A considerable body of 

research has demonstrated that the first year of university study is particularly critical in shaping students’ 

academic persistence and overall educational trajectory (Lukacs – Sebő, 2015; Józsa, 2019). Difficulties 

experienced during this period may significantly influence students’ decisions to remain in or leave higher 

education. 

The transition from secondary education to university represents a major shift in learning expectations, 

institutional structures, and personal responsibility. Newly admitted students often encounter an unfamiliar 

academic environment in which they are expected to manage their own learning processes, navigate 
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administrative systems, and establish new social networks. For many students, this transition also involves 

relocation, increased financial pressure, and a reduced level of direct guidance from teachers compared to 

their previous educational experiences (Blair, 2017). 

Research within the First Year Experience (FYE) literature highlights that academic integration, social 

belonging, and psychological wellbeing are among the most important determinants of student persistence. 

Tinto’s influential theory of student departure emphasizes the importance of both academic and social 

integration within the institutional environment. When students experience difficulties in either domain, 

their commitment to the institution may weaken, increasing the likelihood of withdrawal (Tinto, 1993). 

More recent work has expanded this perspective by highlighting the importance of institutional practices 

that actively support student transition. Transition pedagogy frameworks emphasize the responsibility of 

universities to create supportive learning environments that foster engagement, belonging, and academic 

confidence during the first year of study. 

Within this context, universities are increasingly exploring the use of early-identification tools designed to 

help detect potential challenges faced by students during the transition into higher education. Such tools 

can support institutions in designing targeted interventions that promote student success and wellbeing. 

First-Year Experience and student retention 

The First Year Experience research tradition has consistently emphasized the complexity of the transition 

into higher education. Student persistence is shaped by a wide range of interacting academic, social, and 

personal factors. Studies have shown that early experiences within the university environment strongly 

influence long-term academic outcomes (Blaire, 2017). 

Several scholars have emphasized the importance of institutional engagement strategies. Kuh’s concept of 

high-impact educational practices highlights the value of structured learning environments, supportive peer 

networks, and opportunities for active engagement in academic communities (Kuh, 2008). Similarly, 

Thomas has emphasized the central role of belonging in supporting student persistence (Thomas, . 

The literature also highlights the importance of psychological wellbeing in shaping students’ academic 

trajectories. Stress management, academic self-confidence, and perceived social support are frequently 

identified as key factors influencing students’ ability to successfully navigate the transition into higher 

education (Tessényi, 2024). 

In response to these challenges, many universities have begun to implement early-warning systems, 

student wellbeing surveys, and other diagnostic tools aimed at identifying potential areas of difficulty 

among students. These initiatives reflect a broader shift from reactive approaches to student support 

toward more proactive and preventive institutional strategies (Sandoval-Palis et al., 2020). 

Development of the screening tool 

The screening instrument presented in this article was developed within the institutional context of the 

University of Szeged as part of a broader effort to strengthen student support systems. The development 

process was informed by both theoretical insights from the First Year Experience literature and practical 

experiences within student counselling and academic support services (Lukacs – Sebő, 2015; Tessényi, 

2024.). 
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The primary objective of the tool is to encourage structured self-reflection among students while 

simultaneously providing universities with insights into the types of challenges commonly encountered 

during the first year of study. Rather than functioning as a diagnostic instrument, the questionnaire is 

designed to support early awareness and facilitate access to appropriate institutional resources. 

The development process involved identifying key domains that frequently emerge in research on student 

persistence and wellbeing. These domains were translated into questionnaire items that invite students to 

reflect on their experiences, perceptions, and challenges related to university life. 

Special attention was given to ensuring that the instrument would be accessible to students from diverse 

academic disciplines. The wording of the items emphasizes clarity and self-reflection, allowing students to 

meaningfully engage with the questionnaire regardless of their field of study. 

Structure of the instrument 

The screening tool is organized around several thematic domains that reflect the multidimensional nature 

of the student experience. These domains capture aspects of academic engagement, psychological 

wellbeing, and social integration within the university environment. 

Among the central themes addressed by the questionnaire are academic motivation, perceived academic 

competence, stress management, social relationships within the university community, and access to 

institutional information. Additional domains focus on students’ perceptions of their chosen field of study, 

their expectations regarding future career opportunities, and their ability to manage academic 

responsibilities. 

The questionnaire invites students to respond to a series of statements reflecting everyday experiences 

within university life. Through this process, students are encouraged to reflect on their own strengths, 

challenges, and support needs. This reflective dimension is an important feature of the instrument, as it 

supports students in developing greater awareness of their own learning processes and wellbeing. 

Importantly, the instrument is designed to function as a supportive rather than evaluative tool. Students 

receive feedback that highlights available institutional services and encourages them to seek support when 

necessary. 

Institutional application 

Within the institutional context, the screening tool functions as part of a broader ecosystem of student 

support services. Students are invited to complete the questionnaire voluntarily during their university 

studies, typically within the early stages of their academic journey. 

Following completion of the questionnaire, students receive feedback designed to support reflection and 

guide them toward relevant support resources. These may include counselling services, academic skills 

workshops, peer mentoring programs, or other institutional initiatives designed to support student 

wellbeing and academic success. 

From an institutional perspective, the tool contributes to a broader understanding of the types of 

challenges commonly experienced by students. Such insights can support universities in designing targeted 

interventions that strengthen student engagement, improve academic support services, and foster a 
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stronger sense of belonging within the university community (Sandoval-Palis et al., 2020; Kisalfold.hu, 

2018). 

Challenges and ethical considerations 

The implementation of student screening tools within higher education institutions raises important ethical 

considerations. Participation must remain voluntary, and institutions must ensure that students clearly 

understand the purpose of the instrument and the way in which their responses may be used. 

The present article focuses on the conceptual development and institutional application of the screening 

tool rather than the analysis of student responses. Any future research involving the analysis of student 

data will require appropriate ethical approval and adherence to relevant data protection regulations. 

Ensuring transparency, protecting student privacy, and maintaining trust between students and institutions 

are essential elements in the responsible use of such tools. 

Future directions 

Future research will explore the potential of the screening tool to contribute to broader student success 

initiatives. With appropriate ethical approval, further studies may examine how the instrument can support 

early identification of student challenges and how it can be integrated into institutional retention strategies. 

In addition, the adaptability of the instrument across different institutional contexts will be explored. 

Collaboration with other universities may provide opportunities to refine the tool and contribute to the 

growing body of international research on the First Year Experience. 

Conclusion 

The transition into higher education represents a critical period in students’ academic journeys. Universities 

therefore face the challenge of creating supportive environments that foster engagement, wellbeing, and 

academic persistence. 

The screening tool presented in this article represents one possible approach to addressing these 

challenges. By encouraging structured self-reflection and connecting students with institutional support 

resources, such instruments may contribute to more proactive approaches to student success. 

Although the present paper focuses on the conceptual development and institutional application of the 

tool, future research may further explore its potential contribution to student retention initiatives. Through 

continued development and responsible implementation, such approaches may play an important role in 

supporting students during their transition into university life. 

Biographies 

Judit Tessényi, PhD is Acting Expert Director, Student Counseling Center, University of Szeged. Her 

background is in Economics (Budapest University of Economics, 1991); MBA (University of Szeged); PhD 

(2014) and her research interests are the social aspects of gambling and behavioral addictions; corporate 

social responsibility; mental activity and leisure in aging; and early intervention and prevention programs in 

© 2026  Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice​ 610 



Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice | Vol 14 | Issue 2 (2026) 

Risk factors and coping options in preventing university dropout - An institutional screening tool supporting first-year 
student success 

higher education. Representative work includes numerous publications on student well-being, dropout 

prevention, and related topics. 

Szilvia Tari is a Staff Member, Directorate for Academic Affairs, University of Szeged. Her background is a BA 

in Business and Management; MA in Marketing (University of Szeged) and her experience is in data 

management for student records; statistics for student satisfaction; and involvement in EFYE and related 

conferences. Her role is in overseas academic affairs data, contributing to analyses of student retention and 

program evaluation. 

References 

Lukács, F., & Sebő, T. (2015). Az egyetemi lemorzsolódás kérdőíves vizsgálata. Iskolakultúra, 25(10), 56–78. 

https://doi.org/10.17543/ISKKULT.2015.10.78 

Tessényi, J. (2024). Lemorzsolódás az egyetemi kiégés következménye [Dropouts are a consequence of university 

burnout]. In M. Szenes, P. Tajti, K. Nagy, & N. Jáger (Eds.), Életvezetési tanácsadás legfelsőbb fokon: 30 éves az SZTE 

Egyetemi Életvezetési Tanácsadó Központ (pp. 53–64). Szeged, Hungary: Egyetemi Életvezetési Tanácsadó Központ 

https://doi.org/10.14232/eetk30.3 ISBN 978-963-306-987-5  

Blair, A. (2017). Understanding first-year students’ transition to university: A pilot study with implications for student 

engagement, assessment, and feedback. Politics, 327(2), 215–228. 

Józsa, G. (2019). Lemorzsolódási rizikófaktorok a felvételi adatbázis alapján. Iskolakultúra, 2019 (2–3), 3–21. 

Sandoval-Palis, I., Naranjo, D., Vidal, J., & Gilar-Corbi, R. (2020). Early Dropout Prediction Model: A Case Study of 

University Leveling Course Students. Sustainability. 

Kisalfold.hu (2018). Lemorzsolódás-csökkentő program Győrben az egyetemen – Hasznos infók kezdőknek és 

haladóknak az egyetemi évekre. Kisalfold.hu 2018.08.28. 

https://www.kisalfold.hu/gyor-es-kornyeke/2018/08/lemorzsolodas-csokkento-program-gyorben-az-egyetemen-has

znos-infok-kezdoknek-es-haladoknak-az-egyetemi-evekre 

Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving College: Rethinking the Causes and Cures of Student Attrition (2nd ed.). Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press. 

Kuh, G. D. (2008). High-impact educational practices: What they are, who has access to them, and why they matter. 

Association of American Colleges and Universities. 

Thomas, L. (2012). Building student engagement and belonging in higher education at a time of change: Final report 

from the What Works? Student Retention & Success Programme. Paul Hamlyn Foundation. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2026  Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice​ 611 

https://doi.org/10.17543/ISKKULT.2015.10.78
https://www.kisalfold.hu/gyor-es-kornyeke/2018/08/lemorzsolodas-csokkento-program-gyorben-az-egyetemen-hasznos-infok-kezdoknek-es-haladoknak-az-egyetemi-evekre
https://www.kisalfold.hu/gyor-es-kornyeke/2018/08/lemorzsolodas-csokkento-program-gyorben-az-egyetemen-hasznos-infok-kezdoknek-es-haladoknak-az-egyetemi-evekre

	Introduction 
	First-Year Experience and student retention 
	Development of the screening tool 
	Structure of the instrument 
	Institutional application 

	Challenges and ethical considerations 
	Future directions 
	Conclusion 
	Biographies 
	References 

