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ABSTRACT

In this paper we use the five rounds of Young Lives household surveys 
across four countries (Ethiopia, India, Peru and Vietnam) to study 
the characteristics of children who had dropped out of school by 22 
years of age. While most children in the longitudinal sample go to pri-
mary school, they tend to drop out more often and earlier in Ethiopia. 
In India most children complete the early grades of school but drop 
out later, particularly in grades 11 and 12. We find that in all coun-
tries, except Vietnam, there is a considerable number of children who 
drop out of school but at some point return to it, either to complete 
secondary or drop out again. The reasons provided by children for 
dropping out across the countries are oftentimes related to poverty: 
for example, the need to work, or care or provide for family. The 
multivariate analysis shows that indeed in many cases the wealth level 
of the family at an early age predicts later dropout, as does maternal 
education level, students' early skills and residence in certain regions 
of each country. There are also some variations across countries; for 
example, boys are more likely to drop out of school in Ethiopia and 
Vietnam, and children who have repeated a grade are more likely to 
drop out of school in Peru. However, having high educational aspira-
tions at early ages seems to be a protective factor against dropping 
out. This suggests that the value that children place on education may 
be an important preventative factor against dropping out. Overall, 
these results suggest the need to act early through education and social 
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protection interventions to target young children who are at risk of 
dropping out, and then follow their trajectories, providing support 
as needed to specific groups and even individuals, so that all children 
may fulfill their right to complete at least secondary education.



RESUMEN

En el presente documento, aprovechamos las cinco rondas de las en-
cuestas a hogares realizadas por Niños del Milenio (Young Lives en 
inglés) en cuatro países —Etiopía, la India, el Perú y Vietnam— para 
estudiar las características de los participantes que actualmente tienen 
22 años de edad, y que en algún momento de sus trayectorias aban-
donaron la escuela. 

Si bien la mayoría de los niños de la muestra longitudinal asisten 
a la escuela primaria, en Etiopía tienden a abandonarla con más fre-
cuencia y antes. En la India, la mayoría de los niños completan los 
primeros grados de la escuela, pero la abandonan más tarde. Encon-
tramos que, en todos los países —excepto en Vietnam—, hay un 
número considerable de niños que abandonan la escuela, pero que en 
algún momento retornan a esta; de ellos, algunos logran completar la 
secundaria, mientras que otros vuelven a abandonar sus estudios. 

Las razones que dan los niños en todos los países para explicar 
por qué abandonaron la escuela suelen estar relacionadas con la po-
breza; por ejemplo, con la necesidad de trabajar, cuidar o mantener a 
su familia. El análisis multivariado muestra que, en efecto, en muchos 
casos el nivel de riqueza de la familia a una edad temprana del niño 
predice si, más adelante, abandonará la escuela; lo mismo sucede con 
la educación materna, las aptitudes tempranas de los estudiantes y el 
hecho de vivir en ciertas regiones de cada país. También hay algunas 
variaciones entre los países; por ejemplo, en Etiopía y Vietnam los 
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varones tienen más probabilidades de abandonar la escuela, mientras 
que en el Perú quienes están en esa situación son los niños que han 
repetido un curso. 

Por otro lado, el hecho de tener altas aspiraciones educativas a 
edades tempranas parece ser un factor protector contra el abandono 
escolar. Esto sugiere que el valor que los niños le atribuyen a la edu-
cación puede ser una importante variable preventiva. En general, estos 
resultados sugieren la necesidad de actuar a tiempo mediante interven-
ciones de educación y protección social dirigidas a los niños peque-
ños que corren el riesgo de abandonar los estudios, y luego seguir 
sus trayectorias, prestando el apoyo necesario a grupos específicos e 
incluso a individuos, de modo que todos los niños puedan cumplir su 
derecho a completar por lo menos la educación secundaria.



INTRODUCTION

Access to schools and the completion of basic education have been 
major interests in recent international instruments. For example, the 
Millennium Development Goals, set by United Nations for 2015, 
included Goal #2: Achieve Universal Primary Education1. Parallel to 
this, the Education for All Goals set by Unesco for the same period 
also emphasized primary education, with additional measurements of 
literacy, numeracy and life skills2. Even more recently, the Sustain-
able Development Goals for 2030 (SDG) include Goal #4: “Ensure 
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learn-
ing opportunities for all”3. While this goal more clearly incorporates 
acquisition of skills than the previous instruments do, it is still con-
cerned with all students going to school and completing basic educa-
tion. Ensuring that all children complete basic education continues to 
be a policy challenge; the Global Education Monitoring Report esti-
mates that by 2015, over 264 million primary and secondary age chil-
dren worldwide were out of school (Unesco, 2017). In many coun-
tries this entails understanding when and why children drop out of 
school, as at some point or another most children attend at least some 
years of primary school. The literature on school dropout has favored 

1	 See http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/education.shtml. 
2	 See http://portal.unesco.org/es/ev.php-URL_ID=22012&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_
	 SECTION=201.html. 
3	 Retrieved from https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg4. 
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the use of longitudinal data sets, as understanding this phenomenon 
requires a long-term view. Often times dropping out is the result of 
the confluence of a variety of factors that take place at the individual, 
family, school and community levels over the years.

The purpose of this paper is to conduct a comparative analysis of 
the patterns that predict school dropout in the four Young Lives coun-
tries (i.e., Ethiopia, India4, Peru and Vietnam). The data set includes 
information from when children were between eight and 22 years of 
age. The types of analyses performed and the variables selected were 
based on previous studies. Only a few studies have done a comparative 
analysis for developing countries (e.g. Singh and Mukherjee, 2018). 
Many of the studies or reviews that we have found for this issue come 
from industrialized countries, in particular the US (e.g. Rumberger 
and Ah Lim, 2008); thus this analysis contributes a unique perspective.

4	 States of Andhra Pradesh and Telangana only.



1. LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this section we briefly present some of the main studies that have 
been done regarding school dropout. Russell Rumberger, one of the 
researchers that has most studied this issue, and Ah Lim published a 
review of the research in this field (2008). These authors identified 
two types of factors predicting dropout: individual student character-
istics and characteristics of their families, schools and communities. 
Among the individual factors, in most studies there was a significant 
association between dropping out and educational performance (mea-
sured with standardized tests), grade repetition (linked to above-av-
erage age-for-grade as well), and educational expectations (i.e., up to 
what level the student would like to be educated); having worked is 
another variable that predicts dropping out of school in some stud-
ies. As for individual social variables, males are more likely to drop 
out than girls; and dropout was also associated with the child’s ethnic 
background and level of health. Among family variables, there are 
several associated in many studies with dropping out, including fam-
ily resources and parental education. Regarding school characteristics, 
the composition of the school, the resources available, structural char-
acteristics and educational processes have been found to be associated 
with dropping out of school. Finally, in regards to community vari-
ables, there have been only a few studies; these suggest the importance 
of the predominating occupation in the community, the quantity of 
community services available, and the amount of resources of the local 
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population. Even though this review covers only studies in the United 
States, it serves as a framework for the analysis of predictive variables 
internationally. In this study, given that it is based on a household 
survey, we will concentrate on individual and family variables. 

In a more recent discussion of findings on this topic, Rumberger 
and Rotermund (2012) propose that dropping out of school is more 
of a process than an event. Following this idea, below we present some 
information on children who drop out of school and return—either 
that they finish their education or drop out again. The idea of drop-
ping out as a process can be also linked with taking a longitudinal view 
of this result, identifying factors that predict it at different ages. Also, 
these authors suggest looking at both the reasons provided by students 
for dropping out as well as quantitative analyses of data; dropping 
out is, as stated above, most likely the result of a variety of individual, 
family and contextual factors, including school, but also what hap-
pens outside of it (e.g. students´ engaging in deviant behaviors). A few 
studies that expand on school dropout findings are mentioned below, 
with an emphasis on studies carried out in developing countries.

Roman (2013) reviewed studies on school dropout in Argentina, 
Chile, Mexico, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela; in the region this is 
a phenomenon that takes place mostly during secondary school, al-
though the tendency is for the rates to decrease. Roman divided the 
predictors into exogenous (individual and family) and endogenous 
variables (related to the educational system and schools). Socioeco-
nomic status is a variable that was associated with the outcome of 
interest in all cases. For example, often times poor students, who need 
to work full time, drop out of school due to individual and family 
responsibilities. Some of the other variables she identified also corre-
sponded with the findings mentioned above for the US, such as gen-
der, previous achievement and educational trajectories (e.g. repeating 
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a grade or above-average age-for-grade). Roman challenges readers to 
think about how schools and educational systems could tackle these 
challenges and favors all children completing basic education. 

As mentioned above, a few studies on school dropout have al-
ready been published using the Young Lives database, although this is 
the first to use all five available rounds of household surveys.

For Ethiopia, Woldehanna and Hagos (2015) analysed the im-
pact of dropping out of school before completing primary education. 
They used the older cohort data in round 3, when participants were 
about 15 years old. The results suggest that a variety of shocks were 
associated with dropping out of school; these included illnesses of 
a household member, death of livestock, drought, crop failure, pest 
or diseases. Based on these results, the authors suggest developing or 
strengthening social protection programs targeting at-risk students. 
The results from this paper remind us of the importance of shocks in 
the context of Ethiopia, and thus the need to target children who had 
suffered them. Our study is different from this one in that it analyses 
students that had not completed their education (grade 10) by 22 
years of age.

For India, Singh and Mukherjee (2018) analysed the reasons 
given by the older cohort of Young Lives for dropping out by the time 
they were 19 years of age. Based on previous research, they suggest 
that the variables predicting dropout may be classified into pushed 
out (by the educational system, for example due to poor attendance or 
behaviour, or distance from school), pulled out (due to family or other 
obligations, including marriage and work), and opted out (disengage-
ment with schooling not related to the above, such as absence from 
school or truancy, ill health and general lack of interest for continuing 
school). These factors could also be related to individual or commu-
nity levels. They used mixed methods in their analyses and found that 
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marriage (pull factor) was the most common reason provided by chil-
dren for dropping out, followed by absence from school or truancy 
(opt-out factor) and domestic work (pull factor). Indeed, around 60% 
of the reasons provided by children were in the pull-out category. 
They report that most children drop out of school after completing 
upper primary education. In their results, there were differences by 
gender (e.g., associated with marriage for girls), by caste (particularly 
for the Backward Class children) and maternal education. While the 
classification into the three categories mentioned above is appealing, 
no clear cuts seem to be able to be made between them. For example, 
being absent from school could be related to the family obligations 
and to feeling disengaged from school.

For Peru, Valdivieso (2015) performed a survival analysis, simi-
lar to the one presented below but reaching only round 3 of Young 
Lives, when children were 15 years of age. Relevant to our analysis, 
the author found that dropout was associated with the family’s level 
of wealth.

For Vietnam, Thuc Duc and Ngo Minh Tam (2013) performed 
an analysis using three rounds of the household surveys. They found 
that previous performance in school was a major determinant of drop-
ping out, as were wealth of the home and parental education. They 
also performed analyses of the reasons given by children who dropped 
out; the main reason was lack of interest in continuing education. 

Singh and Mukherjee (2018) recently published an analysis across 
the four Young Lives countries, but using data only up to round 4. For 
this they analysed the reasons provided by students for dropping out of 
school across the four YL countries, using the same three categories re-
ported above for the study in India. Again, they report that pull factors 
were the reasons most frequently reported by students for dropping 
out of school. Within this category, the most common motives for 
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abandoning school by age 19 were marriage and having to work. With-
in the push factors, the two most common categories were that fees 
were too expensive and that students were banned from school because 
of failure to achieve as expected. Finally, in the opt-out factors, the two 
most common responses were truancy/child did not want to go/not 
interested and no need to continue given future job. The only variable 
that predicted dropping out in all countries was the wealth index; for 
most countries, maternal education and aspiration were also predictors 
of dropping out. Gender had mixed results across the countries. 

The purpose of this paper is to present descriptive analyses of the 
characteristics of children who drop out of school and the grade by 
which this happens. The analyses include children who never dropped 
out of school, those who dropped out of school and never returned 
and children who dropped out of school temporarily. This type of 
analysis was not done in previous studies. We also present data on the 
skills of children who dropped out at different grades in school, to 
explore the association between these two variables: the hypothesis is 
that children who drop out of school will have lower skills. Then, we 
present the reasons provided by students for dropping out of school, 
similar to what Singh and Mukherjee (2018) did above, but divided 
by countries. Finally, we present the results of a regression analysis to 
identify which factors predict not having completed basic education 
by age 22. The analysis uses household surveys from five rounds of 
Young Lives; thus, the variables that we could use were mostly linked 
to individual and family characteristics rather than school or commu-
nity characteristics. The variables included in these analyses are based 
on the studies presented above. Initially we aimed to do an analysis of 
children who had never been to school, but this was not possible given 
that, as shown below, almost all children in our sample had attended 
at one point. 





2. PRIMARY AND SECONDARY EDUCATION
IN THE FOUR COUNTRIES 

 

Below we present brief descriptions of the education systems in the 
four countries according to Unesco5 (2011). This study will analyse 
dropout at any point from the first grade of primary school through 
the last grade of secondary school that is either mandatory or preced-
ing an entry exam to move on to a superior level. Thus there are varia-
tions across countries, as per the definitions below.

Ethiopia

The Ethiopian education system consists of 12 years of education, 
including 8 years of primary education, 2 years of secondary educa-
tion and 2 years of upper secondary education. In primary school the 
expected age range of enrolment is 7 to 14 years old. The 8 primary 
grades are divided into 2 cycles. In the first cycle, students are expected 
to achieve literacy; and in the second, to acquire skills that will prepare 
them for the next levels. The secondary level is also divided into 2 cy-
cles and lasts 4 years (Grades 9 to 12). General education is completed 
at the end of grade 10; after this grade it is necessary to pass an exam 

5	 For Ethiopia http://www.ibe.unesco.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Publications/WDE/2010/
	 pdf-versions/Ethiopia.pdf
	 For India http://www.ibe.unesco.org/sites/default/files/India.pdf
	 For Peru http://www.ibe.unesco.org/sites/default/files/Peru.pdf
	 For Vietnam http://www.ibe.unesco.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Publications/WDE/2010/
	 pdf-versions/Viet_Nam.pdf
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to study upper secondary education (Grade 11 to 12). Given this, we 
decided to estimate dropout rates and do the analysis up to grade 10.

India

In India, the primary level is divided into 2 stages: primary and upper 
primary education. Children are expected to begin first grade at age 6. 
Primary education goes from grades 1 to 5, and upper primary from 
grades 6 to 8. Secondary school is divided into secondary (grades 9 to 
10) and higher secondary (grades 11 to 12), which prepares students 
for studying at universities or an institution of higher education. In this 
study the analysis of dropout for India will be done up to the 12th grade.

Peru

Preschool, primary and secondary education are compulsory in Peru, 
although as in many countries this is not enforced. Children are ex-
pected to enrol in first grade by the age of six years; primary education 
includes six grades in total. Secondary schools offer five years of study, 
from grades 7 to 11. For Peru the analysis will be done up to the 11th 
grade.

Vietnam

Primary education is compulsory and lasts 5 years (Grades 1 to 5). 
Children are expected to enrol at age 6. Secondary education is di-
vided into two cycles: lower secondary (Grades 6 to 9) and upper 
secondary education (Grades 10 to 12). Lower secondary education 
graduates have to go through a competitive examination for admis-
sion to upper secondary school. Based on the above, the analysis for 
Vietnam will be done for up to grade 9.



3. METHODS

Given that school dropout is a dynamic phenomenon with determi-
nants that may have their origin during infancy, the best way to stu-
dy it is to use a panel database. As mentioned above, Young Lives is 
a study that follows the lives of approximately 12,000 children in 
Ethiopia, India, Peru and Vietnam. It is divided into 2 cohorts, called 
Younger and Older. The Younger Cohort was born around 2001 and 
the Older Cohort around 1994. 

In this study, we analyse the Older cohort data only, as all of them 
should have finished school by the time data from Round 5 was co-
llected. The analyses are limited to children who were present in all 5 
rounds of the study. Furthermore, those who had never been to school 
were excluded; this is potentially an interesting group, but it was so 
small in our sample that we cannot say much about their characteristics. 
The number of participants in the Young Lives sample for each country 
is detailed in Table 1, and the characteristics of the sample that was 
analysed in the following sections of this paper are shown in Table 2. 

For the Young Lives study, family and children's questionnaires 
were administered at home. For the analyses, we rely mainly on data 
coming from the Educational History of the Index Child section. In 
this section, the child was asked about his or her school attendance 
and educational level since birth.

The main variables used in the analysis, presented in Table 2, 
were obtained from the questionnaires mentioned above and from 
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the educational achievement tests administered up to Round 4 of the 
surveys. Regarding the latter, in round 1, one math, one reading com-
prehension and one writing item each were administered to children, 
as well as the Raven’s Progressive Matrices. For Round 2, we used the 
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT), which is a receptive voca-
bulary test; this test was administered in Spanish in Peru (or in Que-
chua, if preferred by children); in the other countries, an adaptation 
to the mother tongue was presented, using the PPVT III as input6. In 
addition, for the analysis, the z-scores of these tests were calculated. 
Given that most children were in school in Round 1, we included va-
riables mostly from this and the second round of household surveys, 
so that they act as predictors or correlates of dropping out. All these 
questionnaires and cognitive tests were approved by the Oxford Ethics 
Committee, as well as the Committee of the Instituto de Investiga-
ción Nutricional (IIN) in Lima.

For the analysis, given that the dropout variable is censored becau-
se we do not know if children will later decide to return to the educatio-
nal system or stop going to school altogether, we used the Kaplan Meier 

Table 1
Original and analytical sample by country (number of children)

	 Ethiopia	 Vietnam	 Peru	 India

Total sample in round 1	 1000	 1000	 714	 1008
Attrition in five rounds	 219	 172	 134	 91
Incomplete educational history	 0	 9	 20	 8
Contradictory data in educational history	 2	 0	 6	 1
Never went to school	 5	 3	 0	 8
Sample used in the analyses	 774	 816	 554	 900

6	 For more details, see Cueto & others (2009).
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estimator. This is a non-parametric method that has few restrictions 
for estimating the survival function and does not assume a distribution 
function for the survival analysis. Using this method, all survival times 
observed are ordered from shortest to longest, pointing out for each of 
them the number of occurrences of the event. Then, for each period 
of time, the probability of survival is calculated. Finally, explanatory 
variables may be included to observe if there is a positive or negative 
association with the time of occurrence of the event studied.

The Kaplan-Meier function S(t) of occurrence of an event is esti-
mated using the following formula:

Where, ni is the number of individuals at risk and di is the num-
ber of occurrences of the event studied. The main advantage of this 
method is that it facilitates estimation of the survival function for 
different groups and compares them, as shown below.

Then, to estimate the associated factors with the occurrence of 
the event under study, we used Cox’s proportional risk model. In 
Cox's proportional risk model, the time to the occurrence of an event 
is modeled. This allows for an explanation of the time dimension of 
the phenomenon being studied, in terms of the risk of the event. In 
this case, the event would be “school dropout”, and the endogenous 
variable is the time until this event occurs. 

Considering that the children’s characteristics are a set of varia-
bles called X , h(t) is referred to as an underlying hazard function and 
HR is the relative risk ratio that maintains a linear relationship with 
the independent variables used in the analysis, though not with the 
time of occurrence of the event (semi-parametric model):
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The analysis of the determinants will be carried out in terms of 
the risk of occurrence: the positive effects indicate an increase in the 
probability of occurrence of school dropout or an increase in the risk 
of dropping out; a negative effect signals a decrease in the risk of oc-
currence.



4. RESULTS

One thing we noticed looking at the different rounds of the surveys 
was that dropping out is not necessarily an irreversible situation. Thus, 
for the descriptive analyses, children were divided into four categories, 
presented in Table 3.

Table 3
Categories by country

 	 Ethiopia	 India	 Peru	 Vietnam

Never left school	 56.2%	 52,0%	 80,9%	 86,5%
Left school, came back and finished	 7,2%	 6,2%	 4,0%	 0,1%
Left school, came back and dropped out again	 11,0%	 3,0%	 2,5%	 0,0%
Left school and did not return	 25,6%	 38,8%	 12,6%	 13,4%
Sample	 774	 900	 554	 816

As shown above, except for Vietnam, children often drop out of 
school but eventually return. Dropping out seems to be a definitive 
condition for more children in India, while returning to school, ei-
ther to complete their education or drop out again, is more likely in 
Ethiopia. Doing a policy analysis of how these education systems deal 
with students who stop attending school would be an interesting con-
tinuation of this analysis. However, for the descriptive analyses below 
we worked with 3 categories, combining the latter two into one (see 
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Table 4)—except for Vietnam, where almost no children dropped out 
and returned to school. 

In appendix C there are more descriptive characteristics of the 
sample, with information about family factors, child factors and school 
factors. Below is a brief summary of some of these. It is clear that there 
are differences in the levels of wealth of children in the three groups in 
the 4 countries: children who never left school have a higher wealth in-
dex in round 1 than the other groups. Similarly, those who have never 
left school have more educated mothers. Additionally, those who drop 
out have, on average, a greater number of siblings in round 1. 

In terms of children's characteristics, paid work is an important 
variable in India since among those who deserted and did not return, 
31% worked in round 2 (2006). In India, Ethiopia and Peru we found 
that among those children who left school, then returned and finis-
hed, the highest percentage are men.

The educational aspirations of the child in round 2 (2006) is co-
rrelated with not dropping out, especially when aspiring to complete 
higher education. 

In Ethiopia, Peru, and Vietnam, grade repetition is greater among 
children who have dropped out, even temporarily, and occurs to a les-
ser extent in children who did not drop out.

For Peru, among the children who did not drop out, the highest 
percentage have Spanish as their mother tongue. A similar situation 
for the most widely spoken language in the country is found in Viet-
nam (Vietnamese language) and in Ethiopia (Telugu language). For 
India, castes are also considered because of their importance for pre-
dicting educational achievement in previous studies. However, in our 
analysis, similar percentages are observed in the 3 classifications.

With respect to educational performance, in all countries we 
found that children who have never dropped out have on average a 
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higher score than those who dropped out of school. The above and 
other characteristics, relevant for specific cultural contexts, could be 
used to create a composite index of children at risk of dropping out, 
so that schools or other agencies could act preventively.

4.1.	Educational performance analysis

In this section we take a first approximation of how much the dropout 
may have impaired students' skills. To do this, below we present the 
children’s performance on mathematics tests in Round 4 (2013) in the 
4 countries by the grade in which children dropped out, with no con-
trols. For comparative analysis, the scores are calculated in z-scores, 
which allow us to see the distance of a score from the average score in 
the country in standard deviations.

Figures 1 to 4 show that there is a clear gradient, with worse re-
sults for those who dropped out earlier. How much these results can 
be explained by not attending school versus how much by socioeco-
nomic characteristics is difficult to say, given that these two are corre-
lated, as shown in previous tables and the regressions below. However, 
they are still relevant figures for understanding the differing skill levels 
of these young adults.
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Figure 1
Performance in Math Round 4 – Ethiopia

Note: 37 missing in the test

Figure 2
Performance in Math Round 4 – India

Note: 45 missing in the test
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Figure 3
Performance in Math Round 4 – Peru

Note: 15 missing in the test

Figure 4
Performance in Math Round 4 – Vietnam

Note: 34 missing in the test
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4.2.	Child-reported reasons for dropping out 

The questionnaire also included questions as to why children stopped 
attending school. A discussion of these reasons was presented in the 
study by Singh and Mukherjee (2018), described above. However, 
they only present a summary of responses for the four countries. The 
detailed responses by round of survey and country are presented in 
Appendix 1. Summarizing these responses, in Round 1, when chil-
dren were about 8 years old, the most prominent reason in Ethiopia 
and India was that they had to help their family. 

In round 2, for children in Peru and Ethiopia the reason was eco-
nomic; the children said the pensions were too high and their families 
could not afford them. In India and Vietnam, they present the above 
reason as important, but they also point to a lack of interest in stu-
dying or not having reached the level required by the school. In India 
the most important reason in round 2 was that the child was needed 
for domestic or agricultural work or family business.

In round 4, when children were about 15 years old, the most 
frequently mentioned reasons were paid work and work for a family 
business. In addition, in India, Peru and Vietnam children mention 
that they were not interested in going to school.

Overall, across the rounds, the most frequent responses seem to 
be that the family or child has the need to work or earn an extra in-
come, and the child is either pulled from school or voluntarily drops 
out. This does not mean that the schools or education systems can do 
nothing to prevent or reverse this decision, but it would seem that 
an important part would be trying to somehow tackle poverty needs 
within families.
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4.3.	Survival analysis of school dropout

In this section we move to the patterns of school dropout by a given 
grade and related to certain characteristics. For this analysis the above 
categories were merged into 2: (i) Did not drop out/Left school, came 
back and finished and (ii) Left school, came back and dropped out 
again/ Left school and did not return.

First of all, in Figure 5 the patterns of dropping out of school for 
the different countries are presented, using non-parametric procedu-
res. Among the four countries, school dropout rates are lower in Peru, 
followed by Vietnam, and higher in Ethiopia. Also, dropping out in 
Ethiopia takes places at earlier grades for more children in the sample. 
However, the highest dropout rate was observed in the sample in the 
last year of school in India; it seems that completing the last two gra-
des is a particularly high challenge in this country.

 
Figure 5

Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by country
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Figure 6
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by sex in Ethiopia

 

Figure 7
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by sex in India
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and Vietnam there is no statistically significant difference in the survi-
val functions. However, in Ethiopia, men drop out of school the most; 
while in India, women show a higher dropout rate.

 
Figure 8

Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by sex in Peru

 

Figure 9
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by sex in Vietnam
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Figure 10
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by repetition in Ethiopia

 

Figure 11
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by repetition in India
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and in some grades in Vietnam, children who repeat a grade (primary 
or secondary) have a lower survival function; curiously, the opposite 
is found in India.

 
Figure 12

Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by repetition in Peru

 

Figure 13
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by repetition in Vietnam
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As shown above, one of the factors most often mentioned as the 
reason for deciding to leave school is paid work. As shown below, in 
Ethiopia, India and Vietnam, a lower survival function is found for 
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Figure 14
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by paid work in Ethiopia

 

Figure 15
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by paid work in India
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those who worked for pay in round 2, while the difference was not 
statistically significant for Peruvian children.

 

Figure 16
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by paid work in Peru

 

Figure 17
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out by paid work in Vietnam
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The next issue we analyse is differences across ethnic groups wi-
thin countries. This is a relevant topic as many previous studies have 
shown that minority groups tend to have lower educational perfor-
mance. Mother tongue is one way to approach this. As shown below, 
in Peru the dropout rate is higher among indigenous-speaking stu-
dents. However, in the case of Vietnam, those who speak Vietnamese 
have a higher dropout rate. For Ethiopia, it is observed that if a child 
speaks Oromifa or other languages compared to Amarigna, the sur-
vival function is lower, which means that he or she is more likely to 
drop out. For India there are no differences.

Figure 18
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out

by mother tongue of child in Ethiopia
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Figure 19
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out

by mother tongue of child in India

Figure 20
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out

by mother tongue of child in Peru
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Figure 21
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out

by mother tongue of child in Vietnam

Finally, in regards to family characteristics, many studies suggest 
that the mother's education level is associated with educational per-
formance. As shown below, in all countries, having a less educated 
mother decreases the survival function, and in none of the cases do 
the confidence intervals cross, so it can be said that this characteristic 
is an important predictor of dropout.
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Figure 22
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out

by mother’s education in Ethiopia

Figure 23
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out

by mother’s education in India
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Figure 24
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out

by mother’s education in Peru

Figure 25
Kaplan-Meier estimator of dropping out

by mother’s education in Vietnam
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The results by caste in India are presented in Appendix B; overall, 
we did not find significant differences in survival functions among 
castes.

4.4.	Predictors of school dropout

The above analyses are descriptive in that they associate dropping out 
with specific variables at given points in time. Below we present the 
results of Cox regresion for survival analysis, where we show the sig-
nificance of each one once it is included simultaneously with all the 
others. Table 8 indicates the hazard ratio, while the appendix F shows 
the coefficients and signs of the variables. Mother’s education level in 
round 2 is significant and negative in Ethiopia, India and Vietnam. 
This indicates that having a mother with a higher education level re-
duces a child’s risk of dropping out of school. 

As expected, given previous studies, the wealth of the family in 
round 1 (when child is eight years old) is a significant predictor of the 
child’s dropping out of school, although it is not statistically signifi-
cant for Peru. At the same time, this does not mean that the wealth 
of the family is not significant in this country. A large portion of the 
variability of this variable in captured in the scores of children’s abi-
lities, which is captured in the tests we administered: Early skills, as 
measured by the PPVT in round 2 (at 12 years of age) is a significant 
predictor in all cases. Being a male increases the chance of dropping 
out, but only in Ethiopia and Vietnam. Having paid work in round 
2 is associated with dropping out, but only in Ethiopia and Vietnam. 
The differences by mother tongue are only significant for Peru, where 
indigenous students show lower performance.

Another variable that is significant across the four countries is 
educational aspirations in round 2. The children who said that they 
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expected to continue studying until higher education had lower chan-
ces of dropping out, when all other variables are controlled. This may 
be interpreted as a motivation variable, where these children and their 
families place a high value on education. Also common across coun-
tries is that there are significant differences across regions. This would 
call for an intervention that targets these regions, the nature of which 
cannot be specified with the data we have.



5. DISCUSSION

This paper contributes to the literature an explanation of when school 
dropout occurs in developing countries, which reasons are reported 
for it and what the main predictors are. We performed a comparative 
analysis across Ethiopia, India, Peru and Vietnam.

Our analyses show that children in Ethiopia drop out of school 
more often than in the other countries and that they do so earlier; 
however, many students in India, who have to continue until grade 
12, drop out of school during the last two years of secondary. Drop-
ping out of school is less common in Peru and Vietnam.

Our results also show that children who drop out of school 
sometimes come back at some point; some of them remain in school 
until they finish secondary, but some drop out of school again. The 
reasons provided by children across the four countries for dropping 
out of school often seem to be related to poverty (a need to work, for 
example), though also to family chores. They are sometimes biased for 
gender reasons in India (Singh & Mukherjee, 2018). This is related 
to the “pull out” category reported by Singh and Mukherjee (2018) 
mentioned above. As they did, we also found reasons in the pushed-
out category—for example, the need to perform at a certain level in 
school is also argued by some children as the reason for dropping 
out. Our contribution beyond the paper presented by these authors 
is the detailed information per round and country that we present in 
the appendix, which could be used for preparing policies for specific 
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age levels. However, dropping out is not only an individual or even a 
family issue, but it is also related to or likely influenced by the char-
acteristics of the school; the role of other social support programs 
could also be important for keeping children in school, as suggested 
by Woldehanna and Hagos (2015). As such, as suggested before, the 
pull, push and opt-out categories are probably linked to each other.

Regarding the main drivers of dropping out, it seems that some 
variables are indeed relevant for policy considerations: the wealth level 
of the family, the mother’s education level and the skills shown by 
children at early ages. More surprising, perhaps, is the fact that for all 
countries, the educational aspirations of the child seem to be a very 
relevant driver of performance. This may be explained by subjective 
family factors, linked to how much they see education as a road to 
progress for the students and their relatives. While many results of this 
study could be found in reviews done of industrialized countries (e.g. 
Rumberger and Ah Lim, 2008), the weight of this variable may be 
particularly important for developing countries. However, educational 
aspirations are also linked to the wealth of the family and parental edu-
cation level, and thus this variable may be capturing a variety of pro-
cesses. This seems to be a relevant topic for future qualitative studies.

As expected, children who drop out of school in earlier grades 
perform lower on a mathematics test at 19 years of age. While it is 
difficult to differentiate how much of this lower performance is due to 
not attending school and how much to the other socioeconomic char-
acteristics listed above, the fact remains that these children lack an im-
portant credential at this age (a secondary school diploma) and show 
lower skills compared to their more fortunate peers—all of which can 
make their search for a well-paying job more difficult.

While describing each country’s programs to prevent school drop-
out or to bring back children who drop out is beyond the purpose of 
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this paper, the above results suggest that this condition may be pre-
dicted several years in advance. Thus, targeting children that show one 
or more of these characteristics would seem to be a good way forward. 
These include living in a region with a high dropout rate, poor fami-
lies, or students who show low performance at an early age, or do not 
seem to be motivated to continue their education. However, in certain 
countries or regions within countries there would be a need to target 
some specific groups, such as boys in Ethiopia and Vietnam, indig-
enous children in Peru, and children who have repeated a grade in 
Ethiopia and particularly in Peru. Interventions, it would seem, need 
to combine improving the quality of schooling by making them more 
flexible to attend to the needs of low performers, with developing pro-
grams in other areas that target specific needs of individual children 
and their families. The aim of all these efforts would be that all children 
complete at least secondary education, in line with current goals such 
as the SDGs previously mentioned.

The above results should be interpreted not as cause and effect, 
but rather as associations of a variety of predictors over time and the 
probability of dropping out. Still, as mentioned above, the analyses 
presented are relevant for identifying populations at risk. Regarding 
the limitations of the study, the inclusion of characteristics of schools 
and communities in the analyses, as well as the participation of chil-
dren in social programs, would likely capture more of the variance of 
the dependent variable. Also, going more in-depth to understand the 
reasons why children drop out of school and the consequences this 
has in their lives would be a relevant topic for further research, to con-
tribute both to an understanding in this area and to the development 
of policies and programs. This would mean interviewing children who 
have dropped out of school, to learn about their reasons, experiences 
and aspirations. 
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There are international programs that seek to prevent dropout 
or reintegrate students who have left school. Regarding prevention 
programs in developing countries, school vouchers have been tested 
in Colombia and Chile. These consisted of subsidizing students from 
vulnerable contexts, including poor children. Evaluations of these 
programs found that they increased secondary completion rates in 
both countries (Bravo, Mukhopadhyay and Todd, 2008; Angrist, Bet-
tinger, & Kremer, 2006). In addition, conditional monetary transfers 
have been implemented. For example, countries such as Mexico and 
Peru have created the Oportunidades (formerly Progresa) and Juntos 
programs, respectively. In both cases, membership in the program has 
been found to reduce school dropout rates (Ministerio de Economía 
y Finanzas, 2017; Behrman, Sengupta & Todd, 2005). This would 
be related to the fact that a condition of such transfers is educational 
enrolment and school attendance.

There are more programs that seek to prevent school dropouts 
such as the "Beca de Apoyo a la Retención Escolar" or the "Subven-
ción Pro Retención" in Chile, the "Beca Salario" program in a state of 
Mexico, among others. For these initiatives in Chile, project design 
evaluations and reports have been carried out, but they do not have 
impact evaluations to estimate the causal effect on school dropout 
(Salas, Ormanzábal, & Crespo, 2015; Frías, Díaz, Maripangui, & Ra-
maciotti, 2018). For Mexico, in the state of Morelos, it was found that 
this scholarship had positive effects on school retention for students 
in the most critical conditions (Cabrera & others, 2018). Another 
program that has been successful in increasing school attendance rates 
and thereby reducing dropout is school meals. In Peru and India, this 
program has had a positive and significant effect on reducing school 
dropout in rural areas (Cueto & Chinen, 2001; Afridi, 2011).

Regarding programs that have the purpose of reintegrating a stu-
dent who previously dropped out of the educational system, there are 
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examples such as the "Programa de Apoyo a Estudiantes" created in 
2014 in Argentina, "Siempre es momento para Aprender" in Ecuador, 
and "Uruguay estudia" in Uruguay, among others. However, most of 
these initiatives have not been rigorously evaluated, so their impact is 
unknown (Sucre, 2016).

As shown above, there are multiple programs that seek to prevent 
dropouts or to reintegrate students who have left school. However, 
many of these programs do not have an impact evaluation that would 
allow us to know the effect of such programs and to be able to make 
decisions based on evidence. The educational system has a fundamen-
tal role in the prevention of dropouts, and links between school and 
home seem necessary in all cases. However, as our study and the lit-
erature in general suggests, such programs would require taking into 
consideration individual, family and community characteristics, in-
cluding poverty, as well as the characteristics of the school. In this way 
they can strengthen their role as caring environments for children, 
particularly those who are at risk of dropping out.
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Table A.1
Reasons why the child does not go to school - Ethiopia

	 n	 %

Main reasons in round 1		
Needed to help family	 84	 30,4
School too far	 68	 24,6
Fees too expensive	 36	 13,0
Uniform/books too expensive	 16	 5,8
Child banned from school	 7	 2,5
Child plays truant/refuses	 7	 2,5
Fear of teachers/bullies	 5	 1,8
Disability	 5	 1,8
Transport too expensive	 3	 1,1
Quality of school bad	 2	 0,7
Other	 43	 15,6
Total	 276	 100,0

Main reasons in round 2		
Fees will be too expensive	 13	 37,1
May be banned for failure to achieve necessary grades	 4	 11,4
Truancy, lack of interest	 3	 8,6
Marriage	 3	 8,6
Shoes/clothes for school will be too expensive	 3	 8,6
Disability/illness	 2	 5,7
Will become unsafe to travel to school	 1	 2,9
Books and other supplies will be too expensive	 1	 2,9
Transport will be too expensive	 1	 2,9
Will need to do paid work to earn money	 1	 2,9
Will need to stay home for domestic/agricultural work	 1	 2,9
Family member may be ill	 1	 2,9
Other	 1	 2,9
Total	 35	 100,0
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	 n	 %

Main reasons in round 3		
Needed for domestic or agricultural work or family business	 19	 24,1
Had to work to earn money	 11	 13,9
Illness, injury	 7	 8,9
Truancy, child did not want to go	 5	 6,3
Can't understand the content of lessons	 4	 5,1
Family issues	 4	 5,1
Family member ill/disabled/elderly	 4	 5,1
Books or other supplies too expensive	 4	 5,1
Shoes/clothes/uniform for school too expensive	 4	 5,1
Schooling is not useful for getting a job later in life	 2	 2,5
Pregnancy/fatherhood	 2	 2,5
Not safe to travel to school	 1	 1,3
Poor treatment/abuse from teachers/principal	 1	 1,3
Banned from school for behaviour reasons	 1	 1,3
Banned from school due to extensive absence	 1	 1,3
Fees too expensive	 1	 1,3
Other	 8	 10,1
Total	 79	 100,0

Table A.2 
Reasons why the child does not go to school - India

	 n	 %

Main reasons in round 1		
Needed to help family	 5	 38,5
Fees too expensive	 5	 38,5
Uniform/books too expensive	 3	 23,1
Total	 13	 100,0

Main reasons in round 2		
Will need to stay home for domestic/agricultural work	 18	 26,1
Truancy, lack of interest	 12	 17,4
Will need to work to earn money	 8	 11,6
Will need to stay home to look after siblings	 4	 5,8
Fees will be too expensive	 4	 5,8
Marriage	 3	 4,3
Disability/illness	 3	 4,3
Lack of transport	 2	 2,9
No need for schooling for future job	 2	 2,9
May move further from school	 2	 2,9
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	 n	 %

Books and other supplies will be too expensive	 2	 2,9
May be banned for failure to achieve necessary grades	 1	 1,4
Bullying from peers	 1	 1,4
May be banned for behaviour reasons	 1	 1,4
Family member may be ill	 1	 1,4
Other	 5	 7,2
Total	 69	 100,0

Main reasons in round 3		
Truancy, child did not want to go, not interested	 30	 16,0
Had to work to earn money	 28	 14,9
Needed for domestic and/or agricultural work at home	 23	 12,2
Banned from school for failure to achieve necessary grade/level	 10	 5,3
Illness, injury	 8	 4,3
Migration with parents	 8	 4,3
Family member ill/disabled/elderly	 7	 3,7
Fees too expensive	 6	 3,2
Lack of transport	 5	 2,7
Family issues	 5	 2,7
Not safe to travel to school	 4	 2,1
Bullying/abuse from peers	 3	 1,6
Banned from school due to extensive absence	 2	 1,1
Festivals	 2	 1,1
Books or other supplies too expensive	 2	 1,1
Poor treatment/abuse from teachers/principal	 1	 0,5
Needed to stay home to look after younger children	 1	 0,5
Shoes/clothes/uniform for school too expensive	 1	 0,5
Transport too expensive	 1	 0,5
Other	 41	 21,8
Total	 188	 100,0

Table A.3 
Reasons why the child does not go to school - Peru

	 n	 %

Main reasons in round 1		
School too far	 1	 25,0
Other	 3	 75,0
Total	 4	 100,0

Main reasons in round 2		
School fees are high	 11	 47,8
Could not afford school (household had no money)	 8	 34,8
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	 n	 %

School materials too expensive	 2	 8,7
Bullying from schoolmates	 1	 4,3
Marriage	 1	 4,3
Total	 23	 100,0

Main reasons in round 3		
Truancy/child did not want to go/not interested/prefer to play	 10	 26,3
Had to work to earn money	 7	 18,4
Fees too expensive	 5	 13,2
Pregnancy/fatherhood	 3	 7,9
Schooling is of low quality	 2	 5,3
Illness/injury	 2	 5,3
Banned from school for behaviour reasons	 2	 5,3
Bullying/abuse from peers	 1	 2,6
Can't understand the content of lessons/can't learn well	 1	 2,6
Banned from school due to extensive absence	 1	 2,6
Books and/or other supplies too expensive	 1	 2,6
Transport too expensive/lack of transport	 1	 2,6
Family issues	 1	 2,6
Needed to stay home to look after younger children	 1	 2,6
Total	 38	 100,0

Table A.4
Reasons why the child does not go to school - Vietnam

	 n	 %

Main reasons in round 1		
Fear of teachers/bullies	 2	 25
School too far	 1	 12,5
Needed to help family	 1	 12,5
Uniform/books too expensive	 1	 12,5
Other 	 3	 37,5
Total	 8	 100,0

Main reasons in round 2		
May be banned for failure to achieve necessary grades	 74	 40,7
Fees will be too expensive	 17	 9,3
Will need to work to earn money	 10	 5,5
Truancy, lack of interest	 9	 4,9
May be banned for behaviour reasons	 6	 3,3
May move further from school	 5	 2,7
Disability/illness	 3	 1,6
May be banned due to extensive absence	 2	 1,1
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	 n	 %

Books and other supplies will be too expensive	 2	 1,1
Transport will be too expensive	 2	 1,1
Will become unsafe to travel to school	 1	 0,5
Lack of transport	 1	 0,5
Quality of education may be poor	 1	 0,5
Quality of care may be poor	 1	 0,5
Bullying from peers	 1	 0,5
Family member may be ill	 1	 0,5
Shoes/clothes for school will be too expensive	 1	 0,5
Other	 45	 24,7
Total	 182	 100,0

Main reasons in round 3		
Truancy/child did not want to do/not interested/prefer to play	 51	 30,4
Fees too expensive	 22	 13,1
Needed for domestic and/or agricultural work or family
business at home	 14	 8,3
Had to work to earn money	 14	 8,3
Can't understand the content of lessons/can't learn well	 5	 3,0
Illness, injury	 5	 3,0
Bullying/abuse from peers	 4	 2,4
Banned from school for failure to achieve necessary grade/level
at school	 4	 2,4
Not safe to travel to school	 3	 1,8
Transport too expensive/lack of transport	 3	 1,8
Family issues	 2	 1,2
Books and/or other supplies too expensive	 2	 1,2
Banned from school for behaviour reasons	 1	 0,6
Family member ill/disabled/elderly	 1	 0,6
Needed to stay home to look after younger children	 1	 0,6
Other	 36	 21,4
Total	 168	 100,0
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Appendix B
 

Figure B.1
Kaplan Meier estimator by caste - India
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Appendix G.

Variables used in the analyses

•	 Mother's education (Caregiver's response in round 2): 
	 1= Secondary incomplete or more
	 0=Primary incomplete or less
•	 Wealth index (Caregiver's response in round 1):
	 The wealth index in Round 1 is a composite score comprised 

of measures of housing quality, access to services, and consumer 
durables. Values from 0 to 1.

•	 Number of siblings (Caregiver's response in round 1)
•	 Male: 
	 1=Male
	 0=Female
•	 Paid work (Child’s response in round 2)
	 1= Yes
	 0=No
•	 Educational aspiration (Child’s response in round 2): 
	 0=Incomplete higher education or less
	 1=Higher education or more
•	 Repeated a grade (Child’s response in rounds 3, 4 and 5):
	 In primary or secondary
	 1=Yes
	 0=No
•	 Height-for-age z-score (Anthropometry in round 1):
	 Measures stunting. The z-scores were calculated to estimate how 

many standard deviations the child is from the average. If it is 
positive, it is better than average; if it is negative, it is worse than 
the sample average.
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•	 PPVT z-score round 2:
	 Measures the child's receptive vocabulary. The z-scores were cal-

culated to estimate how many standard deviations the child is 
from the average. If it is positive, it is better than average; if it is 
negative, it is worse than the sample average.

•	 Mother tongue of child (Caregiver's response in round 1):
	 In Ethiopia: 0=Other, 1=Oromifa, 2=Tigrigna, 3=Amarigna
	 In India: 1=Telugu, 0=other
	 In Peru: 1=Spanish, 0=Indigenous
	 In Vietnam: 1=Vietnamese, 0=other
•	 Castes (Only India; Caregiver's response in round 1):
	 0= Base Scheduled Castes
	 1= Scheduled Tribes
	 2= Backward Classes
	 3= Other Castes
•	 Region of residence in round 1
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