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Introduction: Understanding persistence and retention in higher education is essential, as it provides a
basis for identifying opportunities to enhance institutional programs and for developing strategies that
mitigate student dropout while promoting successful degree completion.

Objective: This study examines factors influencing academic persistence and retention among prospecti-
ve English language teachers and their engagement with institutional support programs, aiming to identify
gaps and strengthen student retention in higher education.

Methodology: A quantitative, survey design was employed. Four hundred forty-five students enrolled in
the English language teaching program between semesters 2020-Il to 2022-1l. Complementary institu-
tional data from the ADATAR system (Academic Data Analysis for Early Retention Alerts) were used to
identify 118 students at low persistence risk. However, only 35 were selected for in-depth analysis, as they
exhibited a persistent risk profile, with 60% categorized as low-persistence cases across five consecutive
academic semesters (2020-1l to 2022-11).

Results: The findings reveal a complex relationship between academic performance and persistence.
Gender, age, and socioeconomic, personal, academic, and institutional factors contributed to lower per-
sistence rates. Awareness of institutional support initiatives was widespread, yet engagement remained
uneven, with many students not actively participating in available programs.

Conclusions: The study concludes that persistence and retention are shaped by the interplay of multiple
factors, while institutional support programs are not always sufficiently known or utilized by students.
These findings bridge a gap, linking institutional retention efforts with student-level engagement, under-
scoring the need for student-centered retention policies rather than generic interventions. By addressing
these gaps, universities can design targeted action guidelines that strengthen student persistence and
ensure successful completion of higher education programs.

Keywords: academic persistence, student attrition, retention strategies, at-risk students, ADATAR system.

Introducciéon: Comprender la persistencia y la retencién en la educacién superior es esencial, ya que
proporciona una base para identificar oportunidades de mejora en los programas institucionales y para
desarrollar estrategias que mitiguen la desercidn estudiantil, al mismo tiempo que promuevan la finaliza-
cién exitosa de los estudios.

Objetivo: Este estudio examina los factores que influyen en la persistencia académica de los futuros do-
centes de inglés y su participacion en programas de apoyo institucional, con el fin de identificar brechas
y fortalecer la retencién estudiantil en la educacién superior.

Metodologia: Se empled un diseiio cuantitativo basado en encuestas. Durante los semestres 2020-I1 y
2022-11, 445 estudiantes estaban matriculados en el programa de formacién de profesores de inglés; entre
ellos se identificaron 118 estudiantes en riesgo de baja persistencia gracias al sistema ADATAR (Andlisis
de Datos Académicos para Alertas Tempranas de Retencién). Sin embargo, solo 35 fueron seleccionados
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para un analisis en profundidad, ya que presentaban un perfil de riesgo persistente, con un 60 % clasifi-
cado como casos de baja persistencia a lo largo de cinco semestres académicos consecutivos (2020-11 a
2022-11).

Resultados: Los hallazgos revelan una relacién compleja entre el rendimiento académico y la persistencia.
Factores como el género, la edad, asi como las condiciones socioeconémicas, personales, académicas e
institucionales, contribuyeron a menores tasas de persistencia. Aunque la conciencia sobre las iniciativas
de apoyo institucional fue amplia, la participacién resulté desigual, con estudiantes poco involucrados
activamente en los programas ofertados.

Conclusiones: El estudio concluye que la persistencia y la retencidon estan determinadas por la interaccién
de mudiltiples factores, mientras que los programas de apoyo institucional no siempre son suficientemente
conocidos o utilizados por los estudiantes. Estos hallazgos llenan un vacio al vincular los esfuerzos insti-
tucionales de retencién con el compromiso estudiantil, y subrayan la necesidad de politicas de retencion
centradas en el estudiante en lugar de intervenciones genéricas. Al abordar estas brechas, las universida-
des pueden disefar directrices de accidn especificas que fortalezcan la persistencia estudiantil y garanti-
cen la finalizacién exitosa de los programas de educacién superior.

Palabras clave: persistencia académica, desercién estudiantil, estrategias de retencién, estudiantes en
riesgo, sistema ADATAR.

INTRODUCCION

University student persistence and retention gain importance in the context of higher education, not
only because they ensure successful completion of tertiary programs within the official study period
(Béez, 2011), but also because they serves as an indicator of students' academic progress, engage-
ment, and overall educational experience (Ferndndez, 2009; Tinto, 2002). It is therefore relevant for
institutions to identify factors that contribute to students’ retention and persistence. In this line of
thought, Tinto's model provides a useful lens to distinguish between the constructs of retention and
persistence. While persistence refers to the student's decision to remain in higher education, reten-
tion is linked to the institution’s responsibility to create the conditions that support students until gra-
duation (Ferndndez de Morgado, 2012). Following Tinto (2002, p.2), students are more likely to persist
when they find themselves integrated both socially and intellectually into the life of the institution.
This conceptualization highlights that academic and social integration are fundamental to student
persistence, whereas institutional retention depends on the capacity to provide effective structures
and support systems (Fernandez de Morgado, 2009).

However, retention has been consistently framed as a structural challenge, where academic, so-
cioeconomic, and institutional factors converge and demand comprehensive strategies (Barrera &
Gaviria, 2017). In Colombia, efforts to address student retention have included national initiatives from
the Ministry of Education. One has been SPADIES, a platform designed for monitoring and addressing
student dropout, and to identify risk factors and strengthen institutional strategies for permanence
(MEN, 2009). Additionally, ICETEX, serves as a strategy which provides financial support to students
without economic resources. However, their effectiveness depends on more than detection; they
must be accompanied by strategies that foster student commitment and reduce barriers to access
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(Quintero, 2020). As Fernandez (2012) suggests, retention-persistence requires an interdisciplinary
approach that incorporates pedagogy, sociology, and economics to capture the multifaceted nature
of the phenomenon.

Recent studies have identified multiple factors linked to student persistence, including personal, so-
cioeconomic, family, institutional, academic performance, as well as behavioral and psychological
(e.g., Scheunemann et al., 2021; Fourie, 2020; Jeno et al, 2018; Bardach et al, 2020; Pino et al., 2027,
Truta et al,, 2018; Sosu & Pheunpha, 2019; Dos Santos et al,, 2023; Vera Cala et al,, 2020). Others have
focused specifically on students' characteristics and personality (Diaz-Mujica, 2019; Bardach et al,
2020). These findings echo scholars who argue that the internal strategies formulated and imple-
mented by schools are insufficient to address student’s complex realities (Palomino & Ortega (2023;
Castillo et al,, 2020). The challenge, therefore, lies not only in designing policies but also in ensuring
that students are aware of and actively engage with the resources available to them.

This study seeks to contribute to the debate by examining the factors influencing academic persis-
tence among prospective English language teachers, while also analyzing their awareness of and
engagement with institutional support programs. Teacher education programs in foreign languages
represent a particularly sensitive case, as low persistence in these areas not only limits individual
opportunities but also weakens national goals related to bilingualism and teacher training. By combi-
ning survey data from ADATAR, an early alert warning system designed by the University of Cérdoba,
which monitors persistence risk at the institutional level and complements broader policy framewor-
ks, this research aimed at answering the following questions:

» What academic, socioeconomic, personal, and institutional factors contribute to low persistence
and retention among prospective English language teachers at the University of Cérdoba between
2020-11 and 2022-11?

= To what extent are prospective English language teachers aware of and engaged with institutional
support programs and strategies designed to foster persistence and retention?

METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a quantitative survey research design, which enabled the statistical analysis of
data to identify trends and respond to the research questions (Creswell, 2012). Factors influencing
academic persistence and the level of student awareness and engagement with institutional reten-
tion strategies at the University of Cérdoba were explored. Also, it provided insights into the imple-
mentation of retention programs to promote persistence and graduation at the University of Cérdoba.
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The population consisted of 445 students enrolled in the English Language Teaching Program at the
University of Cérdoba between the semesters 2020-11 and 2022-II. Using ADATAR, Academic Data
Analysis for Early Retention Alerts, 118 students were identified as low persistence risk. However, only
35 were selected for in-depth analysis, as they exhibited a persistent risk profile, with 60% categori-
zed as low-persistence cases across five consecutive academic semesters (2020-I1 to 2022-11).

Data came from the division of the number of courses enrolled per semester by the number of cour-
ses students failed in the same semester.

Total courses Enrolled per Semester

Semestral Failure % = -
Courses failed per semester

Formula 1.

DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUES

Two techniques were employed. First, a document analysis technique was employed (Bowen, 2009,
p.27) to examine institutional documents such as Agreement 207 (2017) and Agreement 040 Bis
(2018), which establish attrition policies and the creation of the ADATAR, the Academic Data Analysis
for Early Retention Alerts, an institutional early warning system to monitor student performance and
identify individuals at risk of retention. This platform integrates information from the University’s aca-
demic management system (Power Campus), processing students’ enrollment and grade data at the
end of each semester. By generating automated reports, ADATAR provides a classification of students
who demonstrated persistent risk profiles between semesters 2020-11 and 2022-II. Specifically, stu-
dents with a failure rate equal to or greater than 60% across five consecutive semesters were flagged
as low-persistence cases. These data provided the basis for selecting the final group of participants
and for triangulating institutional records with self-reported information on academic, socioecono-
mic, personal, and institutional factors.

Second, a structured online survey administered to students identified as at risk of retention showed
(a) academic, socioeconomic, and personal risk factors, as well as (b) students’ awareness of and
participation in institutional persistence and retention programs. Closed-ended questions on Likert
scales and multiple-choice items were used. Content validity was ensured through expert review by
three faculty members including a specialist in educational research and student attrition from the
Welfare Office at University of Cérdoba. In addition, a pilot test with five students not included in the
final sample was done. Adjustments were made to improve clarity and relevance of the questions.
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Descriptive statistics was used to present the data analysis, since it offers a summary of the proper-
ties and value distribution over one or more datasets (Lee, 2020), including frequencies, percenta-
ges, and cross-tabulations, to identify patterns of risk factors and levels of student engagement with
support programs. Additionally, Orange Data Mining software (https://orangedatamining.com) was
employed to systematize the dataset and generate visual representations, facilitating the identifica-
tion of patterns in students” persistence and retention and the assessment of the students’ familiarity
and participation with existing retention strategies, providing a comprehensive understanding of the
persistence phenomenon within the context of the English Language teaching program.

The research followed the stages suggested by Giraldo et al. (2020):

= 1st- Data Source: The statistical unit analysis from the University of Cérdoba generates a full report
about students’ academic performance at the end of each semester, grades are transferred from
the Power Campus Platform, a grade management system, to the ADATAR platform to generate an
academic report.

= 27 - Data Acquisition: The ADATAR platform organizes data based on the grades of students
(Academic Performance). It displays who and how many students failed or approved subjects
according to their grades in the semesters.

= 39 - Data Extraction and Integration: Students at dropout risk were identified. Students from
the English Language Teaching Program, number of courses students were enrolled during the
semesters (2020-11 to 2022-11), final grades obtained in these semesters, and courses passed and
failed, all this to calculate each one of the students' percentages of failure per semester (Formula
1.). Then, an online survey through Google Forms was conducted. Students’ answers were down-
loaded on an Excel document so it could be processed and analyzed.

= 4% - Data Analysis: During this stage, the Orange software was used to group the data collected.
The data analysis stage was carried out visually, with a large and diverse toolbox used to create
data visual processes.

= 5% - Data Description: Data was described and presented using reports in Word and PowerPoint
presentations.
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FINDINGS

To start, students’ academic performance from 2020-11 to 2022-Il is described, followed by key factors
contributing to the low retention rate in the English language teaching program. Finally, students’
knowledge and engagement with the University’s persistence strategies are addressed.

STUDENTS' ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE FROM 2020-11 TO 2022-I1

Institutionally, the persistence and retention trends observed during the semesters covered by the
study included the COVID-19 pandemic and suggest that students may have encountered challenges
impacting their academic performance. Using the software ADATAR a total of 118 students were iden-
tified as potentially needing additional academic support. However, no linear pattern was observed
across these semesters (Figure 1):

geseee Figure 1. Students at Low Resistance Risk between 2020-1l and 2022-11 «--:
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Source: own elaboration..

The analysis of student performance between semesters 2020-11 and 2022-1l revealed a non-linear
pattern in the number of students in need of academic support. For instance, the number of students

ZonaProxima

REVISTA DEL INSTITUTO DE ESTUDIOS EN EDUCACION
Y DEL INSTITUTO DE IDIOMAS, UNIVERSIDAD DEL NORTE

N° 44 (2026) PAGS. 94-118
ISSN 2145-9444 (electronica)



Academic Persistence and Retention in Higher Education: Insights
from an English Language Teacher Education Program in Colombia

Neuder Javier Lopez Bedoya, Sonia Jerez Rodriguez,
Juan Carlos Giraldo Cardozo

increased from 30 to 32 between 2020-1I and 2021-1 but then decreased to 21in semester 2022-1, only
to rise again to 38 in semester 2022-1l. This indicates fluctuations in the persistence and retention
trends across different semesters.

Moreover, further analysis of the 35 students in need of support revealed that age and gender signifi-
cantly influence the student’s persistence rate. The persistence and retention metric, assessed using
the software Orange, categorizes students on a scale of < 1.5 (low risk), 1.5 to 2.5 (medium risk), and
> 2.5 (high risk). The graphical data presented in Figure 2 shows the age range of students in relation
to their level of academic persistence.

....... Figure 2. Age Range Depending on the Level of Persistence Risk. ««..-..
Students at Low Persistence Risk 2020-I1 to 2022-II

.
.

. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
M 2245 M
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. 22.5-24.5 .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
: k :
. b .
. .
. .
. .
. 21.5-22.5 .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. <215 .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. .
. <15 15-25 225 .
. .
. .

Nivel de Riesgo

. N=35 o .
. .
. X3=11.65, p=0.070 .
. .
. .

. .
©0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

Source: own elaboration..

ZonaProxima

REVISTA DEL INSTITUTO DE ESTUDIOS EN EDUCACION
Y DEL INSTITUTO DE IDIOMAS, UNIVERSIDAD DEL NORTE

N° 44 (2026) PAGS. 94-118
ISSN 2145-9444 (electronica)



Academic Persistence and Retention in Higher Education: Insights
from an English Language Teacher Education Program in Colombia

Neuder Javier Lopez Bedoya, Sonia Jerez Rodriguez,
Juan Carlos Giraldo Cardozo

Figure 2 illustrates the relationship between age and the level of academic persistence. The intensity
of shading and color in the figure indicates whether the divergence from independence is positive
(blue) or negative (red), while the size of the shapes within each column represents the number of
students in each category. The data in Figure 2 indicates that students aged 22.5 to 24.5 are more
frequently associated with lower levels of academic persistence (> 2.5), a pattern also seen among
students aged 24.5 or older. Interestingly, students aged 21 or younger and those in the 22.5 to 24.5
range show stronger persistence (< 1.5), as represented by less intense red shading and larger squa-
res on the graph. Despite variations in age, a trend emerges: older students appear to require more
academic support to maintain their enrollment. This indicates a correlation between age and per-
sistence levels. suggesting that students’ academic situations may deteriorate as they grow older.
Additionally, it was found that women demonstrate stronger academic persistence while men appear
more frequently among those requiring higher levels of intervention to support retention (Figure 3):

....... Figure 3. Gender Depends on the Level of Persistence. ......
Students at Low Persistence Risk 2020-11 to 2022-II

Masculino

Femenino

©000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

©0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

©000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

Source: own elaboration..

ZonaProxima

REVISTA DEL INSTITUTO DE ESTUDIOS EN EDUCACION
Y DEL INSTITUTO DE IDIOMAS, UNIVERSIDAD DEL NORTE

N° 44 (2026) PAGS. 94-118
ISSN 2145-9444 (electronica)



Academic Persistence and Retention in Higher Education: Insights
from an English Language Teacher Education Program in Colombia

Neuder Javier Lopez Bedoya, Sonia Jerez Rodriguez,
Juan Carlos Giraldo Cardozo

The data reveal that more males were associated with lower levels of academic persistence (> 2.5),
which is portrayed in dark blue, with numerous little shapes in the square. Meanwhile, a minor num-
ber of females depicted in light red and large squares were in the same persistence level. Conversely,
more females demonstrated higher persistence (< 1.5), depicted in dark blue and small squares, and
fewer males were at the same level, these are depicted in light red with large squares.

KEY FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO STUDENTS' DROPOUT RISK

There were key factors that could trigger students’ persistence rates. The interest group answered a
total of multiple-choice questions in relation to their academic situation at the time. According to the
survey responses, students said they were impacted, first by socioeconomic factors, second, by per-
sonal factors, third, by academic factors, and finally by institutional factors. These are explained below:

Socioeconomic Factors

According to students, the socioeconomic factors were the ones that most affected them. Within the
list of aspects this included, 60% of students answered that the economic dependency issues affec-
ted them, while 57% of students said they were unemployed; 43% of students' parents had employ-
ment difficulties or were unemployed, and finally, 31% of students answered that their social stratum
were a key aspect. The data implies that students had low income between the semesters 2020-II to
2022-I1. This might have affected their daily life sustainability since many of them relied on someone
else's economic support, be it parents, relatives, or any other person or organization at the time. In
other words, students reported to usually have economic support from other sources, and these were
in crisis, hence it became a cycle of economic issues.

Personal Factors

Regarding the Personal Factors, 54.29% of students were affected the most by their familiar environ-
ment, 48.57% had health issues; 45.71% had schedule incompatibility with extracurricular activities,
and 34.29% had household disasters. Many of the issues that affected students in the Personal Factor
during the Pandemic and still when they came back to face to face classes were related to familial
issues. It seemed students had misunderstandings with their families, and this could have created a
tense familiar environment. While students were at home, they may have been assigned more house-
hold tasks, considering most of them were from a low social stratum. At the same time, some students
suffered from different ilinesses bearing in mind the COVID-19 health emergency, which also could be
one reason for the household disruptions.
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Academic Factors

In terms of academic factors, 54% of students reported having a poor academic performance; 40%
reported problems with teachers’ methodologies; 34% reported a lack of internet access as well as
ineffective study methods; and 31% reported a lack of professional orientation. As previously indica-
ted, students had low academic performance between semesters 2020-11 and 2022-11, this suggests
that students were concerned about their grades and academic process during these five semesters.

Furthermore, many of them may have not felt aligned with their instructor's teaching methods, which
may not have been the most suitable during the online classes, which were mandatory during three
semesters. In addition, many of them may have not had a completely functional internet connection
to attend online classes. Moreover, students appeared to not have a good self-study strategy to meet
class objectives, and students who were facing academic challenges may have felt lost and without
professional support. All these related factors contributed to an array of academic difficulties that
affected students.

Institutional Factors

In accordance with the Institutional factors, 74% of students rated academic anomaly as the most
influential issue, followed by 49% reporting insufficient psychological assistance, 26% reporting a
lack of social services, and 23% reporting a lack of professional support from the English Language
Program. Accordingly, students were affected by a variety of events (semester suspension, strikes
on campus, among others.) especially during the second semester in 2022. In addition, students
reported they had little support from psychologist’s assistance services, aligned with this, students
manifested not many welfare support services, neither professional support from the Program. Based
on the previous findings there is a key factor diagram (Figure 4) which displays the interaction of the
four critical factors on students from semesters 2020-I1 to 2022-1.
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Figure 4. Key Factor Diagram
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During the five semesters, students reported being impacted by one or more factors. The blue color
in the visual diagram indicates students at risk of dropping out at level less than 1.5, the red color
represents students at danger of dropping out at levels 1.5 to 2.5, and the green color represents
students at risk of dropping out at level greater than or equal to 3/4. In sum, students had the same
factors influencing them, some others had similar ones, but one or two were different, or all of them
were different.
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STUDENTS’ KNOWLEDGE AND ENGAGEMENT WITH THE STRATEGIES
TO FOSTER PERSISTENCE AND RETENTION AT THE UNIVERSITY

This section delves into students’ knowledge and engagement with the strategies the University
implements to foster persistence and retention. It is separated into the four programs: Early Warning
and Career Guidance Program, Academic Support Program, Strengthening Program with Family
Nucleus, and Incentives & Services Program. Within this survey section, students were presented
with the strategies that the Office of Welfare promotes persistence and retention for each program
in the Agreement 207 of 2017. The descriptive analysis of the graphics was carried out in accordan-
ce with the different patterns discovered among the strategies, despite the organization they have
in the graphics.

Early Warnings and Career Guidance Program

A set of five strategies conform to this program: Formative activities and research, Psychosocial In-
take Interview, Induction, Curricular Orientation, and Socialization of Student Academic Regulations.
In order to find out about students’ knowledge and engagement with these strategies, students re-
ported the following (Figure 5):

sececcenes Figure 5. Early Warning and Career Guidance Program -35  ....... .
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The findings revealed that students exhibited a limited awareness of most of the strategies presented
by the Early Warning and Career Guidance Program. This lack of knowledge may have contributed to
the non-utilization of these strategies. Consequently, students may have overlooked the various ins-
titutional processes implemented by the University, which have been designed to mitigate students'
early dropout from the English Language Program.

For example, only two students reported using the Formative Activities and Research strategy (A),
while 14 reported hardly using it, nine reported not using it at all, and 10 reported having no knowled-
ge of it. The results for the Psychological Intake Interview (B) were similar, with 14 students reporting
hardly using it, nine reporting not using it at all, four reporting using it, and eight reporting having no
knowledge of it. The Socialization of Student Academic Regulation (E) saw even lower engagement,
with only two students reporting using it, while 15 reported not using it at all, 11 reported hardly using
it, and seven reported having no knowledge of it. The Induction strategy (C) saw slightly higher en-
gagement, with five students reporting using it, while 17 reported hardly using it, seven reported not
using it at all, and six reported having no knowledge of it.

The Curricular Orientation strategy (D) was the least known, with only two students reporting knowing
it, while 15 reported not using it at all, four reported hardly using it, and 14 reported having no knowle-
dge of it. These findings suggest that students have limited awareness of most of the strategies within
this program, which may have contributed to their non-utilization. This lack of knowledge may have
led students to overlook the various institutional processes designed to mitigate early dropout from
the English Language Program.

Program for Academic Support

The Program for Academic Support is a response to students’ academic challenges. The following
strategies constitute this program: academic tutoring, advising on semester cancellation, psychoso-
cial advising, modalities of graduate work, and the monitoring and follow-up program. The following
graphic (Figure 6) provides the necessary information in this regard:
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The Academic Support Program, designed to address students’ academic challenges, also showed
limited engagement despite some awareness. While five students reported having knowledge of the
Academic Tutoring strategy (A), only seven reported using it frequently, with 13 reporting never using
it and 10 reporting hardly using it. This pattern of awareness without engagement was also evident
in the Psychosocial Advising strategy (C), where five students reported having no knowledge of it, 21
reported never using it, six affirmed hardly using it, and only three used it. The Modality of Graduate
Work (D) saw similar results, with five students reporting no knowledge of it, 16 reporting never using
it, six reporting hardly using it, and seven reporting using it.

In contrast, the Semester Cancellation Advising strategy (B) and the Monitoring and Follow-Up stra-
tegy (E) had significantly lower awareness and engagement. For the Semester Cancellation Advising
strategy (B), 12 students reported having no knowledge of it, while 15 stated never using it, seven
reported hardly using it, and only one confirmed using it. The Monitoring and Follow-Up strategy
(E) saw similar results, with 10 students revealing no knowledge of it, 17 asserting never using it, five
reporting hardly using it, and only three affirmed using it.
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Overall, These findings suggest two key trends: first, while students had some knowledge of strate-
gies like Academic Tutoring (A), Psychosocial Advising (C), and Modality of Graduate Work (D), they
were not actively engaging with them. Second, the lack of knowledge about the Semester Cancella-
tion Advising (B) and Monitoring and Follow-Up (E) strategies led to minimal use of these resources.

Family Nucleus Strengthening Program

The Family Nucleus Strengthening Program is a strategic initiative fostering collaboration between
the University of Cérdoba and students’ parents. The aim is to combine efforts in offering compre-
hensive support, guidance, and monitoring throughout the students’ professional training journey.
The primary component of this program involves meetings with parents from first-semester students.
Regarding this strategy, 18 Students reported having no knowledge about its existence, 12 students
reported not having used it at all, three students admitted hardly using it, meanwhile, just two stu-
dents confirmed having used it. The evidence points out that many students seemed not to have
knowledge of this program and its strategy. Therefore, since little is known about it not many of them
have used it. Hence, this signals the scarce relationship between the English Language Program and
students’ parents and students’ familial environment.

Incentives & Services Program

The program is divided into two strategies: Incentives and Services program, both designed to ad-
dress the specific demands and challenges faced by students during their professional training. Be-
ginning with the Incentives program, it encompasses three key strategies: Exemption or Discounts
on Tuition Fees for Membership in Artistic or Sports Groups, Tuition Exemption for the Best Academic
Average During the Semester, and Admission and Exemption of the Highest ICFES Score of the Public
Schools in the Department of Cordoba. Data presented in the accompanying Figure 7 reveals that
while many students are aware of these strategies due to information received, they acknowledged
infrequent utilization:
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Figure 7 shows that while most students indicated having knowledge of the Incentive Program strate-
gies, their utilization was significantly lower. Specifically, 22 students stated not using any of the three
strategies, with four students per strategy admitting hardly using them and less than six students
per strategy confirming having knowledge of them. In contrast, only two to six students per strategy
affirmed using them. This suggests that while students are aware of these strategies, their stringent
requirements, such as being part of an artistic or sports group, maintaining a high academic perfor-
mance, or achieving a high score in the ICFES exam, limit their widespread adoption.

The Services Program, on the other hand, provides a diverse range of strategies aimed at enhancing
student well-being and supporting their academic journey. These services include “Jévenes en Ac-
cion’, financial assistance, medical and dental care, workshops addressing various health concerns,
subsidized lunch services, job grants, university housing, a training and competitive sports program,
accident insurance, emergency care, first aid, gym activities, Career Champions, tuition discounts
facilitated through ICETEX and the Equity Component, the Godfather Plan, dance, music, and theater
groups, and a vibrant Cultural Agenda.

The data presented in Figure 7 suggests that students possessed an understanding of the diverse
service strategies offered by the program similar to the incentive strategies. However, a small number
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of students per strategy (from one to six students) reported having no knowledge about these ones.
Moreover, most of the students did not use them at all and a few of them hardly used them.

Likewise, students exhibited a heightened interest in strategies that provided economic support and
did not request many requirements to get access to them, exemplified by “Jovenes en Accién” (A) and
Subsidized Lunch Services to Students (D), which were reported to be the most used by students. In
contrast, strategies lacking financial assistance, but focused more on students’ well-being with health
support, and competitive or recreational sports (Strategies: C, E, F, G, H, |, J, K, L) and that required
students to have high academic performance and other requirements to benefit them showed little or
no utilization. In line with this, the Cultural Agenda strategy (M), although it aims at strengthening the
cultural identity of students, did not report having students participate at all or hardly participate in it.
Therefore, students from the English Language Program rarely take part in cultural events even thou-
gh they have knowledge about them. Consequently, although students acknowledged the existence
of the strategies in the Services program and their intended purpose, they were not very engaged
unless they provided financial aid.

DISCUSSION

The analysis of student trajectories between 2020-II and 2022-II demonstrates that persistence is
not a static phenomenon but a dynamic and fluctuating process shaped by multiple and changing
conditions, echoing Tinto's (2002) argument that persistence is the result of ongoing interactions
between students and their institutional environments. By combining ADATAR monitoring data with
survey responses, the present study highlights that risk levels oscillated across semesters, a finding
that broadens earlier approaches focused solely on course repetition or failure (Portillo et al, 2017;
Acevedo, 2020; Castillo et al,, 2020).

The Orange software used with data coming from ADATAR revealed that age and gender significantly
shape persistence risk. To start, age emerged as a relevant predictor of persistence: younger stu-
dents tended to sustain enrollment, while those over 22.5 years showed greater vulnerability. This
suggests that persistence deteriorates as students advance in age, echoing the findings of Portillo
et al. (2017) and Kocsis & Molnar (2024), who also documented declining academic performance
among older cohorts. However, our results diverge from Martin-Arbds et al. (2024), who found no
significant relationship between age and dropout risk. These differences may be explained by con-
textual conditions, particularly the pandemic, which affected older students balancing work, family,
and study responsibilities.
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Similarly, gender differences were evident: male students were at the highest risk, while female stu-
dents demonstrated stronger persistence. This aligns with Rodriguez (2019) and Aina et al. (2022),
whose research strengthens the assertion that there is a relationship between gender and student
educational success. The persistence gap suggests that interventions should not only be generalized
but also sensitive to demographic subgroups.

Persistence was shaped by four categories of factors: socioeconomic, personal, academic factors,
and institutional. Among these, financial vulnerability was the most critical determinant of retention,
confirming that it continues to be the primary predictor in Colombia (MEN, 2009; Espinosa et al., 2018;
Rodriguez, 2019). Our findings also align with Canales and De los Rios (2007) and Dos Santos et al.
(2023), who reported that economic instability, combined with family crises such as unemployment or
illness of household providers, generate a cycle of disengagement from the educational system. Also,
economic situation of families and health conditions, further complicated persistence (Castro-Lépez
et al, Jeno et al,, 2018; Respondek et al, 2017), echoing CEDE (2014) and Rodriguez & Londofo (2011),
who underscored the centrality of family conditions.

Academic issues added another critical layer. Students expressed dissatisfaction with online teaching
methodologies, poor self-regulated learning strategies, absence of professional orientation, and di-
fficulties accessing online classes which reflected structural inequities intensified by the pandemic.
These findings align with Castillo, et. al (2020) and Acevedo (2020), who highlight the fragility of
persistence when pedagogical models fail to adapt to students’ needs. Additionally, institutional dis-
ruptions, such as semester suspensions, strikes, and insufficient psychological and welfare support,
revealed gaps in the institutional capacity to safeguard persistence. This corroborates early work from
Canales and De los Rios (2007) and Castillo et al. (2020), which point to the institutional environment
and quality of services as determinants of student retention.

Taken together, these factors illustrate the multifactorial nature of persistence (Canales & De los Rios,
2007; Palomino & Ortega, 2023). Students were rarely affected by a single factor; instead, overlapping
vulnerabilities accumulated over time, confirming the dynamic complexity of persistence described
by Castafo et al. (2004, 2008) and Palomino & Ortega (2023). Moreover, Bardach et al. (2020) found
a significant correlation between context-related problems and students’ intentions to interrupt their
professional learning process. Taken together, these results illustrate how the interaction of diverse
conditions exerts a compounded impact on students' academic situations.

Another relevant finding concerns the limited utilization of institutional retention programs and strate-
gies. While students were generally aware of programs such as Early Warning and Career Guidance,
Academic Support, and Family Nucleus Strengthening, actual engagement was minimal. Even when
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awareness was high, as in the Incentives and Services Program, participation was concentrated in
financial aid strategies such as Jovenes en Accion or subsidized meals. This indicates a preference
regarding economic assistance above those that supported academic development and health in-
tegrity. This finding resonated with the findings of Murillo-Zabala and Jurado (2021), who found that
Colombian students tend to engage more with programs offering direct economic benefits, while
overlooking those focused on academic or psychosocial support.

The study reveals a critical gap between early detection and effective intervention. ADATAR identified
at-risk students, but retention gaps persisted since detection was not matched with follow-up actions.
This limitation aligns with Guerrero et al. (2021) and De Vasconcelos et al. (2023), who note that Ear-
ly Warning Systems (EWS) are necessary but additional actions and follow-up are needed. For the
English Language Teaching Program, the stakes are particularly high, since low persistence not only
diminishes individual opportunities but also undermines national efforts aimed at strengthening bilin-
gualism and teacher preparation. Addressing this challenge requires context-sensitive strategies that
integrate financial, academic, and psychosocial interventions, while adopting differentiated strategies
for student populations with elevated risk profiles.

CONCLUSIONS

This study fulfilled its purpose of examining the factors influencing persistence and retention among
prospective English language teachers at the University of Cérdoba and their engagement with ins-
titutional support programs. The findings confirmed that persistence is shaped by different factors:
academic, socioeconomic, personal, and institutional, with financial vulnerability and academic diffi-
culties as the most decisive ones. Age and gender also played a role, with older and male students
showing higher risk of lower persistence. These results highlight the dynamic and multifactorial natu-
re of persistence and underscore the need for comprehensive and differentiated interventions.

Beyond identifying these factors, this study makes two additional contributions. First, the use of lon-
gitudinal data monitoring over five semesters captures the dynamic nature of persistence and un-
derscores the importance of complementing early detection with individualized improvement plans
and systematic follow-up, rather than one-time assessments. Second, it underscores that institutional
responses should be proactive, linking early identification of students at risk with individualized su-
pport plans, systematic follow-up, and collaboration with the Welfare Office to secure effective and
lasting outcomes.
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Finally, the analysis of students’ limited awareness and engagement with institutional support pro-
grams suggests the need to reassess communication strategies to ensure that students are well-in-
formed about the available support mechanisms during their academic trajectory. By addressing
this gap, the University can enhance its efforts, fostering a more inclusive and effective approach to
student support. In this sense, the research bridges the gap between institutional strategies and stu-
dent-level engagement, contributing evidence that persistence and retention in higher education are
not determined by isolated factors but by cumulative and dynamic interactions that require holistic,
context-sensitive responses.
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