
Advances in Applied Sociology, 2020, 10, 129-156 
https://www.scirp.org/journal/aasoci 

ISSN Online: 2165-4336 
ISSN Print: 2165-4328 

 
DOI: 10.4236/aasoci.2020.105010  May 27, 2020 129 Advances in Applied Sociology 
 

 
 
 

Understanding the Sociological Processes and 
Mechanisms of School Drop-Out in the Sfax 
Region of Tunisia: Preliminary Study 

Aicha Cherif1, Nizar Ghayaza2, Ali Elloumi3 

1ECUMUS Laboratory, University 9 April, Tunis, Tunisia 
2ECUMUS Laboratory, University of Sfax, Sfax, Tunisia  
3TEC Laboratory, University Paris Descartes, Paris, France 

 
 
 

Abstract 
The purpose of this article was to identify the main factors influencing school 
dropout in Tunisia. With this work we want to draw attention to a social 
problem that manifests itself with an increasingly strong intensity from year 
to year in Tunisia, namely school dropout problem, mainly due to deepening 
poverty (especially in rural areas but not only). In the elaboration of this work 
we started from processing and interpretation of statistical data provided by 
the multiple-choice questionnaire. As a result, the causes of school dropout 
differ from rural and urban space and from region to region. Our analyzes 
indicate that the probabilities of dropping out are mainly associated with in-
dividual behavior, a set of school factors, socioeconomic, family and especial-
ly cultural and geographic factors among middle school pupils in the Sfax 
(Tunisia). Thus, our study tends to understand the mechanisms and socio-
logical processes of dropping out of school. This result indeed confirms the 
cultural and geographic specificities of Tunisia at this level. 
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1. Introduction 

The education system in Tunisia has not followed social change. We have not 
witnessed in recent years an educational reform that could contribute to the 
evolution of this system compared to what is universally required. Indeed, the 
media are demanding changes in practices and those involved in the education 
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sector are questioning their role. Through these many upheavals, the Ministry of 
National Education points to the school reality in Tunisia and its problem by 
confirming the number of students who drop out each year (110,000). But what 
happens to this portion of demotivated young people who think they will leave 
the school system permanently? What are the causes of this dropout? What are 
the sources of motivation that lead to persistence in school? How do young 
people perceive persistence and dropping out of school? Do they have sugges-
tions to make, possible solutions to share? 

This study is designed to uncover the different causes of school dropout. As a 
teacher, I am particularly interested in the social and professional integration of 
young people who leave our Tunisian schools without a diploma after having 
spent several years there. I am concerned about a motivation of young people to 
continue or complete their secondary studies. In 2018-2019, (30%) of young Tu-
nisians left the school system without a high school diploma in their pocket. 
Following my research work in bachelor and master, I realized that it would be 
enriching for my research axis to further develop my knowledge on dropping 
out of school. We are going to see how this phenomenon is perceived by Tuni-
sian students? What drives some young people to leave school before they even 
graduate?  

The problem of the proposed research is integrated with that of school dro-
pout and even social dropout. In fact, the consequences of exclusion or 
self-exclusion from school on young people who attempt social and professional 
integration cannot be ignored. In fact, this integration is compromised by the 
fact that they find it more difficult to find a job given the less developed skills 
and the sometimes-inadequate level of literacy to occupy the desired job. Some 
links have even been established between dropping out of school and crime, 
consumption of alcohol and drugs (Looker & Thiessen, 2008). Teachers and 
parents do not always understand the reasons why pupils leave school and 
choose a more difficult path. The Tunisian school system certainly does not 
meet the needs of each student. Some of them succeed in obtaining a diploma 
while others feel totally incapable of it. To see more clearly, it seems important 
to study the different causes of school dropout among young Tunisians in order 
to highlight useful elements to remedy them. Young people, who are at the very 
heart of the phenomenon, may have a different explanation from that proposed 
by the writings which deal more with the perception of professionals and practi-
tioners. Young people loudly proclaim that they want society to listen to them 
and take their needs into consideration. Pupils loudly proclaim that they want 
society to listen to them and take their needs into consideration. However, few 
writings and research are interested in the perception that young people have of 
school organization or even the improvements they would like to make. Pupils 
are the beneficiaries and the reason to be of our education system. It is outside 
people who analyze the situation and suggest possible solutions to the problem 
as they perceive it. So, it seems appropriate to go and check what the young per-
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son has to say about the school system in which he operates. Indeed, the law of 
public education indicates that: 

“Every Tunisian child must attend a school from the first day of the calendar 
of the school year following that in which he reached the age of six, until the last 
day of the school year in which he reaches the age of 16 or at the end of which he 
obtains a diploma issued by the ministry …” (Tunisian Ministry of Education, 
2016).  

He has little choice. He must therefore adapt as best he can and want the 
school to meet his needs. Several studies tackle the phenomenon of school dro-
pout, but the interest of this study lies more in the perception of young people 
with regard to drop-out and especially the understanding of the sociological 
mechanisms of this process. The speech of the Minister of National Education in 
Tunisia (June, 2019) highlighted an alarming record on school dropout. This 
speech was a trigger. Giving students the opportunity to freely express their per-
ceptions of the Tunisian school system leads me to believe that they are capable 
of making us understand what helps them to persevere in their studies and what 
motivates them. It is the perceptions of middle school students in the Sfax region 
that this study wishes to identify. Young people are the main beneficiaries of the 
Tunisian school system, therefore, a question of the social and scientific relev-
ance of the research. For several years, the phenomenon of dropping out of 
school has been growing. Society and stakeholders in the education sector are 
concerned about the high dropout rate before the end of secondary education. 
Unfortunately, since school dropout is foremost a process. The problem does 
not appear overnight among, primary, middle school and secondary pupils. 
From elementary school, teachers can detect signs indicating that some students 
are already disinterested. We notice, therefore, a drop in interest with regard to 
school as well as a disengagement in terms of knowledge construction and in 
terms of social participation. It is worrying to read that (30%) of young dropouts 
say that they do not like school and are dissatisfied with the programs offered to 
them (Tunisian Ministry of Education, 2017). Motivation, learning and/or beha-
vioral difficulties can lead some young people to become “potential dropouts”. 
Studies indicate that the reason most often cited by young people when they 
drop out of school is related to school-related reasons, which includes bore-
dom at school, lack of interest in the courses offered, difficulties with school 
work and problems with teachers (Bushnik, Barr-Telford, & Buissière, 2002; 
Gingras, 1995). The problem of school dropout is very broad and seems to affect 
several countries, mainly the industrialized countries. European countries are 
concerned that pupils with difficulties leave school without proper qualifications 
to integrate into the labor market. In fact, the socio-economic integration of 
these young non-graduates being more difficult, it affects the economic stability 
of these countries. “In fact, economic stability and education go hand in hand, in 
that the economic health of a region is dependent on the literacy rate and nu-
meracy of the population” (Boisonneault, Michaud, Côté, Tremblay, & Allaire, 
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2007: p. 6). 
Many studies have looked at risk factors for school dropout as a multidimen-

sional phenomenon. We now know that it follows a long process of disengage-
ment from school and that it is preceded by negative school experiences (for 
example behavioral difficulties and poor academic performance, Christenson & 
Thurlow, 2004) and as a phenomenon multidimensional (Fortin, Marcotte, Pot-
vin, Royer, & Joly, 2006; Blaya, 2010). 

Several studies have sought to identify these explanatory factors for dropping 
out in a cross-sectional manner, that is to say, by studying a few isolated factors. 
While other studies have focused on studying the factors in an integrated man-
ner (Ensminger & Slusarcick, 1992; Rumberger, 1995; Stearns, Moller, Blau, & 
Potochnick, 2007). The literature review highlighted the following factors: Indi-
vidual, family, school, cultural, and socio-economic factors. For Rumberger, 
(1995, 2011), the structural and normative characteristics of schools influence 
the probability of dropping out as measured by the strongest behavioral predic-
tor of dropping out, namely absenteeism. Motivation, learning and/or behavioral 
difficulties can lead some young people to become “potential dropouts”. Studies 
indicate that the reason most often cited by young people when they drop out of 
school is related to school-related reasons, which includes boredom at school, 
lack of interest in the courses offered, difficulties with school work and problems 
with teachers (Bushnik, Barr-Telford & Buissière, 2002; Gingras, 1995). 

Potvin et al. (1999) and Blaya (2010) also indicate that dropouts attribute their 
academic difficulties to the following four reasons: 1) teaching methods and 
teacher attitudes; 2) their own learning difficulties: lack of concentration and 
memory, better aptitude for manual work than intellectual work; 3) their lack of 
effort or laziness; and 4) delinquent behaviour that leads them to have only fun. 
The dissatisfaction of school dropouts is evident in these authors. Jimerson, 
Egeland, Sroufe and Carlson (2000) put behavioral problems on a pedestal as the 
best predictor of dropping out of school. For their part, Fortin et al. (2006) em-
phasized “hidden antisocial behaviours” (as an illustration of theft, lying, bar-
barism, etc.). 

Blaya (2010) and Fortin et al. (2006) note, among other things, that dropping 
out is not always related to academic difficulties. They mention that dropouts 
show similar academic results to other students. On the contrary, they differ in 
their social behavioural models and their perception of academic injustice. The 
family and economic situation of dropouts is precarious: single-parent families, 
parents with little schooling and in difficult economic situations. 

From our perspective, we opt for the opinion of Janosz (2000), who postulates 
that the accumulation of negative factors increases the risk of dropping out of 
school. In fact, it is essential to consider all of the preceding factors but in inte-
raction with each other in order to understand the links between them and to 
reveal the most “predictive” factors within the factors cited (Galand & Hospel, 
2015; Battin-Pearson et al., 2000). 
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In short, the young person leaves school following a combination of personal 
and family, school and social difficulties. Today, many researchers agree that 
dropping out of school is a multidimensional phenomenon resulting from a 
combination of risk factors interacting with each other. Currently, several re-
search projects in the world are already working to reduce the dropout rate by 
setting up programs which are aimed at young people attending school. It is 
therefore not surprising to note that, for several research has been carried out to 
understand the phenomenon of school dropout and to try to identify the main 
causes. These works have both a quantitative dimension. This study on school 
dropout in Tunisia could make it possible to draw a parallel between certain re-
sults of the work carried out so far. Our objective in this study is to describe and 
analyze the perceptions of Tunisian students with regard to school dropout and 
understanding the sociological mechanisms of its process. Following the devel-
opment of this research issue, two specific questions are raised. The following 
questions will be at the very heart of the research process and will guide the en-
tire methodology and processing of future data: 
• What is the perception of middle school students with regard to dropping 

out of school? 
• What are the sociological mechanisms and processes of this phenomenon?  

2. Methods and Materials 
2.1. Scope 

This study is part of a quantitative research methodology. The questionnaire 
used is a general information tool, it includes socio-demographic indicators such 
as age, sex, social background, civil status, etc. Also, we find the following va-
riables: causes of school dropout, such as family and social, economic, school, 
personal, cultural etc. In this case, the research data are therefore digital in na-
ture. The choice of a quantitative study is justified by a survey of the perception 
and understanding of the complex phenomenon of pupil’s dropout of them-
selves. The statistical analysis is based on the relevant details which will make it 
possible to obtain the contextual information and to describe as faithfully as 
possible the perceptions of the middle school children regarding dropping out. 
This questionnaire allows us to understand the mechanisms and processes of 
school dropout by measuring and describing the different causes perceived by 
middle school pupils in Sfax (Tunisia). The questionnaire was designed as a 
self-assessment tool, using colloquial and simple language in the reformulation 
of the different declarations in a total of 68 elements. 

In order to collect the opinion of dropouts on the phenomenon of early school 
leaving, a questionnaire was used sent to 299 subjects from both social back-
grounds of the Sfax region (Rural & urban) and based on statistical data from 
the Ministry of Education in Tunisia (2018-2019), a school dropout rate higher 
than 30%. Through these many upheavals, the Ministry of National Education 
points to the school reality in Tunisia and its problem by confirming the number 
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of students who drop out each year (110,000 pupils). The completed question-
naires were handed over in a classroom and are used for this study. Respondents 
(53% male and 47% female) have an average age of 14.11 years (standard devia-
tion: 5.96). 

2.2. Sampling 

The population to be studied consists of young people attending an educational 
institution, having at least the age to attend a college and coming from the Sfax 
and its suburbs. It is the perceptions of this population regarding school dropout 
that the study attempts to identify. Nearly 299 college students, aged 12 to 15, 
participated in this survey, which took place in September and December 2019. 
These young people work in urban and rural colleges from the Sfax region. 
Thus, 4 colleges (two in the city center and the other two in the suburbs) are 
represented. 53% of the sample is boys and 47% is girls. Based on the so-
cio-demographic indices of the questionnaire, the cohort of Sfax suburbs is lo-
cated in a rather popular economic district while those of Sfax-center come from 
a district of average socioeconomic level (see Table 1). 

The sample retained here is intentional, that is to say that it was planned 
based on a set of criteria (Savoie-Zajc, 2000). It was obtained using the volunteer 
sample technique which turns out to be a non-probabilistic technique (Beaud, 
2003). However, to allow a certain generalization of the remarks collected, it is 
important to reduce sampling errors. One of the effective techniques for achiev-
ing this consists in “reproducing the global population as faithfully as possible, 
taking into account the known characteristics of the latter” (Beaud, 2003: p. 
220). A list of criteria for selecting participants has been previously given to 
educational institutions. The main elements were: 
- 53% of participants must be boys (high dropout rate in Sfax). 
- The representativeness of the levels must be fair. 
- Different profiles of young people are requested (young people involved, at 

risk, hookers, who like school). 
 
Table 1. Characteristics of participants (n = 299) according to social space (rural/urban). 

Social space 
Characteristics 

Rural 
N = 149 (47%) 

Urban 
N = 150 (53%) 

Age 13.99 14.23 

Boys 27% 26% 

Girls 20% 27% 

Type of residence 
Popular (29%), Mixed (51%),  

Bourgeois (20%) 
Popular (25%), Mixed (45%),  

Bourgeois (30%) 

7th basic middle school 15% 18% 

8th basic middle school 12% 10% 

9th basic middle school 20% 25% 

Family composition 2 at 7 2 at 5 
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2.3. Measurement 

Most of the measures are based on existing scales, the formulation of which has 
been adapted to the context of this study. A pre-test was carried out on a sample 
of pupils in grades 7, 8, 9, in Sfax context. In addition to the pre-test, a focus 
group on the questionnaire was conducted with a group of students with the 
same characteristics as the target sample. The pupils were generally very recep-
tive and their remarks made it possible to adapt the questionnaire, as well as the 
handing protocol. 

This study is part of a quantitative research methodology. The questionnaire 
used is a general information tool, it includes socio-demographic indicators such 
as age, sex, social background, civil status, etc. Also, we find the following va-
riables: causes of school dropout, such as family social, economic, school, and 
personal etc., In this case, the research data are therefore, of ordinary in nature. 

The choice of a quantitative study is justified, considering that the objective is 
to deepen the understanding of the complex phenomenon of dropping out of 
school by probing the perceptions of the students themselves. It is a descriptive 
search. The emphasis is therefore placed here on the relevant details which will 
make it possible to obtain contextual information making it possible to describe 
as faithfully as possible the perceptions of college students with regard to drop-
ping out of school. This questionnaire measures and describes the various causes 
perceived by middle school students in the Sfax region. Its abridged version in-
cludes 69 statements distributed equally on seven (7) subscales: 1) educational 
factor, 2) family factor, 3) social factor 4) economic factor, 5) personal factor, 6) 
cultural factor, and 7) geographic factor. The answers are of true or false type. 

The measuring instrument demonstrates a satisfactory internal consistency 
Cronbach’s alpha varying between 0.72 and 0.89 in this sample (Table 2). 

3. Results 

This chapter presents analysis and interpretation of information collected from 
the field survey. The results are presented and discussed from different angles, 
emphasizing the phenomenon of dropping out of school in order to identify the 
real causes perceived by Sfaxian college pupils. 

3.1. Socio-Demographic Characteristics of the Study Sample  

A total of 299 pupils were investigated in the present study whose demographic 
characteristics are given in terms of age; siblings, marital status; level of educa-
tion; type of residence, and employment status. Table 3 shows these indicators. 

 
Table 2. Validity of the construct. 

Internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha: 0.89) 

Internal consistency the sub-scales the coefficients vary from 0.72 to 0.84 

The test-retest reliability of the questionnaire is greater than 0.72. 
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Table 3. Synthetic view of the socio-demographic characteristics of the participants according to social space (rural/urban). 

Characteristics 
Social space 

Age 
Family  
composition 

Siblings Employment status Level of education of parents Type of residence 

Rural 
N = 149 

13 at 15 ans 

2 to 9 2 to 7 

Farmer, 
Artisan 
Upper frame 
Official 
Employees 
Worker 
Retirees 
Inactive 

20% 
3% 
2% 
25% 
15% 
17% 
7% 
11% 

Out of school 
Schooled with little endowed 
Academically moderately endowed 

Academically well-endowed  

40% 
20% 
15% 
25% 

Popular 
Mixed 
Bourgeois 

29% 
51% 
20% 

Urban 
N = 150 

2 to 5 1 to 3 

Farmer, 
Artisan 
Upper frame 
Official 
Employees 
Worker 
Retirees 
Inactive 

3% 
20% 
15% 
32% 
7% 
15% 
3% 
5% 

Out of school 
Schooled with little endowed 
Academically moderately endowed 
Academically well endowed 

20% 
20% 
25% 
35% 

Popular 
Mixed 
Bourgeois 

25% 
45% 
30% 

 
The socio-demographic data provide the elements summarized in Table 1. Of 

the two hundred and ninety-nine (299) students surveyed in two different envi-
ronments (Urban & rural), all are between 12 and 15 years old. 

With regard to family composition, the majority of young people in the sam-
ple live with their parents (married) and the rest live in a single-parent family, 
the head of the family being the mother and/or the father. It should be noted 
that five students now live with their grandparents. In rural areas, the family is 
made up (2 to 7 people), on the other hand, in urban areas, it has (2 to 5 people) 
(see Figure 1). 

In the rural area, four cases out of eight, the youngster has too many siblings 
(2 to 7 brothers and sisters), on the other hand, in the urban area, the students 
have a small brotherhood, it is composed of (1 to 3 brothers and sisters) (see 
Figure 2). Typically, these are the families of senior managers and public ser-
vants who have few siblings. 

According to our survey, the socio-professional categories of parents are more 
of a farmer, worker, craftsman, civil servant and intermediary type. More specif-
ically, in rural areas, the rate of children of workers, employees, retirees and in-
active (total percentage) is 75%, concerning the children of managers, artisans 
and farmers, they represent on average 25% (total percentage). In contrast, in 
urban areas, the rate of children of employees, workers, retirees, inactive is 30% 
(total percentage). The rest of the socio-professional category is represented at 
70% (total percentage). We can thus note that children whose father is a worker 
(52% all areas combined) are more likely to drop out than those whose father is 
a manager (see Figure 3). 

Even the level of education of heads of families is very disparate. There are 
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considerable differences in this area in the two contexts (Rural, urban). Accord-
ing to the data from our survey, 70% of the parents of children in our social 
space are, out of school, little and moderately educated (75%, total percentage in 
rural space and 65%, total percentage in urban space), against 30% of those 
whose parents are graduates of higher education, i.e. (25%, total percentage in 
rural space and 35%, total percentage in urban space). Could this result tell us 
about the inability of parents with low education to follow their child’s school 
education (see Figure 4)? 

Finally, with the growing social environment and the type of neighborhood of 
residence (Table 2), the most important result reveals that more than a third of 
the surveyed population residing in popular areas is 54% or (29% rural area and 
25% urban area) where the local educational offer is of a disadvantaged type. 
Can this portion tell us about the rate of students who could drop out of school 
due to the living environment (see Figure 5)? 

 

 
Figure 1. Synthetic view of the family composition data according to social 
space (rural/urban). 

 

 
Figure 2. Synthetic view of the siblings data according to social space (ru-
ral/urban). 
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Figure 3. Synthetic view of socio-professional category data according to 
social space (rural & urban). 

 

 
Figure 4. Synthetic view of the parent’s educational level data according to 
social space (rural & urban). 

 

 
Figure 5. Synthetic view of type of residence data according to social space 
(rural & urban).  
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Regarding the relationship between living in a bourgeois neighborhood and 
being educated in a nearby college, this portion represents 25% or (20% in the 
rural area and 30% in the urban area). As you would expect, Sfaxian middle 
school students are spread across the different districts of the city and the rural 
area. The rest of the study population (all backgrounds) lives in a mixed neigh-
borhood (27%). The social environment also affects the context of life (type of 
residence and neighborhood) and school life (social composition of schools). 
Again, the inequalities are clear: almost a third of young people living in sensi-
tive urban areas drop out of school. This proportion is twice as large as that rec-
orded elsewhere. 

Given the spatial inequality faced with the distribution of the school offer, can 
it be said that the students derive the same advantage, the same profit as regards 
inclusion in a neighborhood that brings educational advantages? Do all students 
benefit from the educational opportunities offered by the neighborhood or do 
some remain, particularly those of popular origin, disadvantaged despite these 
opportunities? 

Such a result would tend to show that there is indeed an effect of the location 
of the school offer on family schooling practices, including for working-class 
families who show a greater propensity to send their child to school in the public 
sector when there is an offer near their home. Admittedly, the results indicate 
that indeed all of the students benefit from the educational advantages of their 
neighborhood of residence. The probability of being educated in a privileged 
college increases appreciably when the students live in a bourgeois district and 
this whatever their social category. 

These first results clearly show the incidence of socio-demographic characte-
ristics in access to advantageous educational resources. This capital initially 
seems very strongly linked to social and economic capital. It contributes second-
ly to inequalities in access to housing and widens the inequality gaps further. 
Consequently, they are linked to the unequal endowment of the school offer ac-
cording to the type of district and the unequal capacity of the different social 
categories to benefit from this advantage. Although it exerts a certain influence 
on the educational practices of working-class families and the probability for 
their children of being educated in a privileged establishment, position capital 
contributes to amplify the inequalities of education between “socio-spatial” 
groups rather than to reduce them. 

We tried to show in this first part of this study the importance of the so-
cio-demographic dimensions concerning the analysis of the factors of school 
dropout. We still have to corroborate these conclusions using the results of a lo-
gistic modeling seeking to measure the relative weight of the different variables 
analyzed and likely to explain these dropout factors. The following section 
presents the overall effect of each of the variables used in our analysis. It clearly 
underlines the major and determining role played by the variables describing so-
cioeconomic and educational characteristics in explaining the different factors of 
students in the Sfax region. 
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3.2. Factors of School Dropout According to the Perceptions of  
College Pupils  

The results, of this part, make it possible to group the data of the participants 
into two main themes. We therefore find a first thematic dealing with the dif-
ferent causes of school dropout and the understanding of the phenomenon of 
school dropout by college students in the Sfax region. Finally, we conclude by 
presenting the suggestions and possible solutions provided by the participants in 
order to promote academic success. 

The first theme presented responds directly to the first objective of the re-
search, which is to describe and analyze the perceptions of college students with 
regard to school dropout. Table 3, presents the distribution of meaning data re-
lated to the first theme of this research objective, namely: the perception of the 
causes of school dropout as well as the understanding of the phenomenon of 
school dropout among college students.  

Above table shows that 52.5% parents and 62.5% children do not support that 
tense environment at home was a cause of dropout. 95% parents and 100% 
children are in favor that illiteracy of parents was a cause of dropout. 72.5% 
parents and 85% children do not favor that family enmity of parents was a cause 
of their children dropout. 77.5% parents and 72.5% children do not support that 
lack of spouses’ understanding was a cause of dropout. 75% parents and 95% 
children are in favor that they considered the education unfruitful that cause 
dropout. 90% parents and 95% children are in support that parents’ engagement 
in earnings was a cause of dropout. 100% parents and children are in favor that 
children left schools due to their financial problem. 82.5% parents considered 
education as economic burden while 57.5% children do not think so. 87.5% 
parents and 85% children agreed that engaging children in earning was a cause 
of dropout. 87.5 parents and 95% children are in favor that parents’ poor eco-
nomic condition was the cause of children dropout at middle school level in dis-
trict of Sfax, Tunisia (Table 4). 

 
Table 4. General distribution of data of the dropout factor according to the social areas. 

Social area 
Factors 

Rural Urban Total 
N = 299 

% N = 149 % N = 150 % 

School 11 7.50 26 17.00 37 (12.25) 

Personal 12 8.00 20 13.00 32 (10.50) 

Social 30 20.00 25 17.00 55 (18.50) 

Family 30 20.00 34 23.00 64 (21.50) 

Economic 25 17.00 23 15.00 48 (16.00) 

Geographical 15 10.00 7 5.00 22 (7.50) 

Cultural 26 17.50 15 10.00 41 (13.75) 

Total 149         100% 150        100% 100% 

Note: the data in the parentheses indicate the total percentage of the dropout factor. 
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School dropout is a “complex multidimensional phenomenon resulting from a 
combination of factors interacting with each other” (Potvin & Pinard, 2010). It is 
the culmination of a long process in which each of the parties (teachers, parents, 
pupils, context …) seems to have a certain responsibility. Dropping out is there-
fore complex and there are many factors that can be the cause. In fact, there is no 
single factor that justifies a dropout situation (Potvin et al., 2006; Blaya, 2010). 

In the table above, we have indicators which are all based on the same concept 
of dropping out of school as an identifiable situation at a given time. They thus 
allow a quantitative measurement based on the notion of process (Bernard, 
2013). 

3.2.1. Common Causes of School Dropout in the Tunisian Context 
The Perception of the causes of school dropout brings together the seven causes, 
(i.e. 100%) of the total responses. Within this table, seven categories make it 
possible to define the perception of middle school students (rural/urban) as to 
the causes of school dropout. In order of importance of the results, the causes 
linked to the orders, that, social injustices, family, economic problems, cultural 
traditions, and the geographic context are the real causes of dropout of school 
(all environments combined), followed by institutional problems and finally the 
causes which relate to the personal aspect. 

As indicated in Table 3, the children of the two social spaces (rural and ur-
ban) affirm that family problems (21.50%), social injustices (18.50%), economic 
problems (16%) and cultural traditions (13, 75%) are the most common causes 
of school dropout followed by institutional problems (12.25), individual disord-
ers (10.50%) and geographic context (7.50%) Except for the major common 
causes, the children of rural space and urban areas differed in their opinion 
about the causes of the dropout. The pupils of rural space mentioned that the 
cultural traditions (17.50%) and the geographic context (10.00%) as second 
causes of school dropout even before school problems (7.50%) and individual 
disorders (8.00%). However, the children of urban areas mentioned that school 
problems (17.00%), social injustices (17.00%) and economic problems (15.00%) 
for their dropout.  

Consequently, we note that the classification of the causes of school dropout 
differ according to social space. In this first analysis, we insist on the emergence 
of two very relevant school dropout factors (cultural obstacles and geographic 
disparities) which were never cited in Western and Anglo-Saxon scientific work. 
So, we can affirm that these are factors of school dropout specifically African 
and which characterize the social situation in emerging countries. It should be 
noted that the importance attributed by Tunisian students to the causes of 
school dropout linked to these factors does not in any way support the work that 
defines school dropout as the erosion of the relationship between young people 
and school until that the latter is no longer strange for young people (Bloch & 
Gerde, 2004; Favresse & Piette, 2004). As a result, the causes of school dropout 
differ from one developed country to another one. This result indeed confirms 
the socioeconomic and cultural specificity of Tunisia at this level. 
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We treat in next part (Table 5), the result of the various detailed causes of the 
school dropout and especially the most influenced by the pupils who evolve in 
two different social spaces (Rural & urban). 

3.2.2. Common School Causes in Rural and Urban Areas (See Table 4) 
Analysis of the statistical data reveals that the most influential causes of school-
ing by students in rural and urban areas is the general functioning of the school 
system is even problematic (12.50%). By way of illustration, we cite the academic 
commitment at the level of the student but also of the teacher, the school cli-
mate, the clarity of the school rules, labeling, orientation, school programs, etc. 
are all variables to be considered in the Tunisian context (all social spaces com-
bined). Our results join in this sense the work of Blaya (2010), which stipulate 
that the school climate in general and the labeling phenomenon are central. By 
labeling, we are either a good or a bad student. This is a classification that the 
youngster will internalize. When a student experiences difficulty at school, the 
institution will tend to “naturalize”, “pathologize” and “outsource” these (Thi-
bert, 2013). The young Tunisian thus thinks that his place is effectively not in the 
school system since the latter does not want him.  

Failure in exams, punishment and insults in school, dissatisfaction with school, 
academic learning too abstract, unequal opportunity and inadequate school cli-
mate are all phenomena that young people have to face (Chenu & Blondin, 
2013). Consequently, Tunisian students in difficult circumstances at school tend 
to group themselves in a subculture of opposition to the system in a process 
reacting to the stigma or exclusion they suffer. This victimization can also lead 
to dissatisfaction with school and therefore “increase the feeling of exclusion 
from school” (Blaya, 2010). 

Furthermore, according to the perceptions of Tunisian student, the harass-
ment situations, bad relationships between student and teacher are all causes 
that can have a strong impact on the children. The organization of the class, the 
support provided by the teacher, the way in which the rules are dictated and 
perceived, etc. can bring a Tunisian student a feeling of “insecurity” and a “neg-
ative vision of the establishment” (Blaya, 2010). If the pupil doesn’t feel right in 
his school, he will tend to skip class. 

The orientation undergone (especially the vocational streams) is also an im-
portant cause playing on the school dropout of students from a disadvantaged 
social background. Some Tunisian students perceive cognitively inaccessible 
what is asked of them in class methodologically which prompt them quickly to 
feel excluded from school. This result corroborates the progress of a PISA study 
from 2009 which shows that the grouping of young people from a disadvantaged 
social category increases the risk of dropping out (Thibert, 2013). 

It is obvious that school’s infrastructure in the urban middle school was found 
better than that of rural with respect to availability and adequacy of facilities 
such as (school building, classroom and toilet, drinking water, playground and 
instructional materials). These facilities were not available at all in majority of 
the rural schools. 
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Table 5. Distribution of data on the most influential causes of school dropout by urban and rural areas. 

Influential causes of dropout 
Causes in detail 

School’s areas 
Total (n = 299) 

Rural (n = 149) Urban (n = 150) 

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 

School causes 
- Failure in exams (no cognitive presence in class, no value given to education, 

evaluation) 
- Punishment and insults in school 
- Dissatisfaction with school, (difficulty and not interested in study, bad 

relationship with teacher, bad infrastructure) 
- Academic learning too abstract (little relevant, far from real life, seems to  

miss the concerns of adolescents) 
- Inability to buy stationery and books 
- Unequal opportunity (weak academic aspirations) 
- Inadequate school climate 

11 
2 
 
1 
1 
 
2 
 
1 
1 
3 

(7.50) 
1.34 
 
0.67 
0.67 
 
1.34 
 
1.34 
1.34 
2.01 

26 
3 
 
2 
2 
 
3 
 
2 
2 
3 

(17.00) 
2.00 
 
1.33 
1.33 
 
2.00 
 
1.33 
1.33 
2.00 

37 
5 
 
3 
3 
 
5 
 
3 
3 
6 

(12.50) 
1.67 
 
1.00 
1.00 
 
1.67 
 
1.00 
1.00 
2.00 

Family’s causes 
- Parental support (parent’s illiteracy, household chores, looking after the 

younger siblings, parents’ prohibition to go to school) 
- Lack of family organization (helping family, large number of children) 
- Instability in family (deteriorated parent-adolescent relationship,  

authoritarian parenting style, difficult family climate life) 
- Low cultural and economic capital 

30 
8 
 
7 
6 
 
9 

(20.00) 
5.36 
 
4.69 
4.02 
 
6.04 

34 
6 
 
10 
10 
 
8 

(23.00) 
4.00 
 
6.66 
6.66 
 
5.33 

64 
14 
 
17 
16 
 
17 

(21.50) 
4.68 
 
5.68 
5.35 
 
5.68 

Social causes 
- Negative school interactions (gender discrimination in school, humiliation  

by friends in school) 
- Regional disparities 
- Problematic behaviors (alcoholism, drug addiction, theft, vandalism) 
- Persistence of social inequality 
- Social vulnerability (labeling, gaps in social skills) 

30 
6 
 
6 
6 
6 
6 

(20.00) 
4.02 
 
4.02 
4.02 
4.02 
4.02 

25 
5 
 
5 
5 
5 
5 

(17.00) 
3.33 
 
3.33 
3.33 
3.33 
3.33 

55 
11 
 
11 
11 
11 
11 

(18.50) 
3.67 
 
3.67 
3.67 
3.67 
3.67 

Economic causes 
- Economic insecurity and scarcity (financial constraints, professional  

instability of parents) 
- Child labor (agricultural work, engagement in seasonal job and in child labor) 
- Go for illegal immigration 
- Go for parallel trade 
- Rural exodus 

25 
5 
 
5 
5 
5 
5 

(17.00) 
3.35 
 
3.35 
3.35 
3.35 
3.35 

23 
7 
 
5 
5 
2 
4 

(15.00) 
4.66 
 
3.33 
3.33 
1.33 
2.66 

48 
12 
 
10 
10 
7 
9 

(16.00) 
4.01 
 
3.34 
3.34 
2.34 
3.01 

Personal causes 
- Low self-esteem (negative school climate, little academic commitment) 
- Psychological fragility (depression, dramatization, isolation) 
- Behavior trouble (absenteeism academic difficulties, conflicted relationships) 
- Cognitive deficit (lack of motivation, low concentration and attention) 

12 
3 
3 
3 
3 

(8.00) 
2.01 
2.01 
2.01 
2.01 

20 
5 
5 
5 
5 

(13.00) 
3.33 
3.33 
3.33 
3.33 

32 
8 
8 
8 
8 

(10.50) 
2.67 
2.67 
2.67 
2.67 

Cultural causes 
- Little incentives for girls (early marriage for girls) 
- Socio-cultural inequality in terms of academic success 
- School culture competes with media cultures 
- Inconsistency of family culture and school culture 
- Traditional customs, beliefs and practices 

26 
6 
5 
5 
5 
5 

(17.50) 
4.02 
3.35 
3.35 
3.35 
3.35 

15 
2 
4 
3 
3 
3 

(10.00) 
1.33 
2.66 
2.66 
2.66 
2.66 

41 
8 
9 
8 
8 
8 

(13.75) 
2.67 
3.01 
2.67 
2.67 
2.67 

Geographic causes 
- Distance (school far from home, lack of public transportation and facilities) 
- Harassment from school/house 
- Harsh weather conditions (intense rain, river, mountain forest, presence of 

wild animals) 
- Regional physical disparities 

15 
6 
3 
3 
 
3 

(10.00) 
4.02 
2.01 
2.01 
 
2.01 

7 
1 
6 
0 
 
0 

(5.00) 
6.66 
4.00 
0.00 
 
0.00 

22 
7 
9 
3 
 
3 

(7.50) 
2.34 
3.01 
1.00 
 
1.00 

Note: the data in the parentheses indicate the total percentage of the dropout factor. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/aasoci.2020.105010


A. Cherif et al. 
 

 
DOI: 10.4236/aasoci.2020.105010 144 Advances in Applied Sociology 
 

3.2.3. Common Social Causes in Rural and Urban Areas (See Table 4) 
The result reveals that the most influential causes of school dropout by rural and 
urban space is social related causes (18.50%) include, regional disparities 
(3.67%); social status, negative school interactions (3.67%), gender discrimina-
tion, child abuse, humiliation by friends …, deviant behaviors (3.67%); alcohol-
ism, drug addiction, theft, vandalism, and persistence of social inequality 
(3.67%). The interaction of these variables results might likely push the pupil 
leave the school because of the numerous frustrations experienced in the social 
context.  

The above results indicating that children who drop out of school most often 
come from poor family background and live in poor neighborhoods far from 
schools. 

The analysis indicated that adolescents from middle and bourgeois social sta-
tus backgrounds (rural and urban families) were more likely to stay in school 
than those from the lower social status backgrounds (urban and rural families). 
We found that at the middle school levels, females from rural area were signifi-
cantly more likely to dropout than males, either to help the large family or for an 
early marriage.  

Results indicate that the probability of a child dropping out from middle 
school reduces as one moves from rural to urban areas. This could perhaps ex-
plain by the variety of social facilities for going to school in the urban area than 
in the rural space. Pupils traveling long distances to school are more likely to 
drop out of school. Whereas distance was found to be insignificant in influen-
cing dropout for urban households, it is generally significant in rural areas ex-
cept for girls. 

Our results go in the same scientific direction of Pierre-Yves Bernard (2017) 
in his chapter on the social question and the School question where he stipulates 
that it is in the social/school opposition that resides the main part of the political 
debate on school dropouts. This opposition is based on the distinction between 
two orders of phenomena. In the first sense, everything that refers to the so-
cio-economic context experienced by dropouts, including the family educational 
environment in which they were raised: the social environment, the residential 
area, the economic situation of the employment area, the available and accessible 
training offer, etc. On the other sense, everything related to the context of 
schooling: school experiences, characteristics of establishments, teaching prac-
tices, etc. This distinction can be interpreted from a scientific point of view but 
also in political terms. In terms of scientific approaches, these two orders of 
phenomena refer, at least in Tunisia, to two successive paradigms of analyzes of 
educational inequalities. While the theories of reproduction put forward the de-
terminations of the social environment in the school world, the interactionist 
and constructivist concepts led research to look more at what was happening in 
the “black box” of the class and of the relationships between teachers and stu-
dents … 

https://doi.org/10.4236/aasoci.2020.105010


A. Cherif et al. 
 

 
DOI: 10.4236/aasoci.2020.105010 145 Advances in Applied Sociology 
 

3.2.4. Common Family Causes in Rural and Urban Areas (See Table 4) 
Family factors as the reason for dropping out of school account for almost 
(21.50%) of the results relating to the first theme. The lack of support from the 
family (4.68%); parent’s illiteracy, household chores, looking after the younger 
siblings, parents’ prohibition to go to school, lack of family organization 
(5.68%): helping family, large number of children, instability in family (5.35%): 
deteriorated parent-adolescent relationship, authoritarian parenting style, diffi-
cult family climate life and low cultural and economic capital (5.68%) is 
grouped in Table 3, which presents data related to each of the responses from 
the “Family causes of school dropout”. The results show that children do not 
support that tense environment at home is a cause of dropout and they are in 
favor that illiteracy of parents is another one. In the other side children are in 
favor that they left schools due to their financial problem and they agreed that 
engaging in seasonal job is a cause of dropout, accordingly to the parents’ poor 
economic condition. According to the results obtained, the lack of support from 
parents is described in different forms. For some, the fact of not being respected 
in the choice, they make is very demotivating. Young people often mention the 
need to be encouraged and supported. Some go further by mentioning that they 
are aware of their shortcomings and difficulties and add that parental punish-
ment or moralizing speech are useless and do not motivate them. For others, it is 
the pressure from the family and the comparisons made by the parents that un-
dermine their academic motivation. 

It is important to make a link with the scientific writings which confirm that 
family factors are regularly associated with dropping out of school (Rousseau, 
Tétreault, & Vézina, 2006; Bushnik, 2003; Blaya, 2010). Difficulties in parenting 
skills as well as inappropriate practices adopted by parents often explain gaps at 
the family level (Dubuc, 2003). When school difficulties are added to a fragile 
family situation, the risk of dropping out of school increases (Bautier, 2006). 

3.2.5. Common Economic Causes in Rural and Urban Areas (See Table 4) 
The above table summarizes the most influential causes of school dropouts as 
perceived by the key respondents (rural an urban space). It is clear from their 
perception that there are some common causes of dropout that stand out and 
over others. In a smaller proportion, the economic difficulties experienced by 
middle school students complete the family causes mentioned by the students. 
The most influential causes that are commonly perceived by children are, there-
fore, related to poor economic problems of the parents (16.00%) as being a 
cause of demotivating and school dropout (rural and urban space). The eco-
nomic insecurity and scarcity (4.01%): financial constraints, professional in-
stability of parents, higher costs of studies and the financial needs, Child labor 
(3.34%): agricultural work (engagement in seasonal job and in child labor), 
thinking about illegal immigration (3.34%), work in parallel trade (2.34) and 
rural exodus (3.01%) are the relevant elements found in the responses of college 
students that explain their causes of school dropout. 
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School dropout is also an outcome of a host of economic causes in both social 
space (Rural and urban) that have a telling effect on the retention of children in 
the middle school. 

Scientific studies (De Witte et al., 2013; Rumberger, 2011; European Commis-
sion, 2014; Mihalache, 2011), showed that poverty and unemployment in the 
rural space contribute to an increase in migrations in search of jobs. But also, to 
hiring children in seasonal or family jobs which drag them away from school. 
Moreover, our data reveal that the choice of specific vocational training within 
vocational schools is often out of sync with shortages in the job market.  

3.2.6. Common Personal Causes in Rural and Urban Areas (See Table 4) 
Personal problems are elements that occupy a large proportion of respondents in 
connection with this category. Indeed, this sub-scale represents more than 
10.00% of the responses associated with the causes of school dropout in both 
space (rural and urban). Young people at risk of dropout experience personal 
difficulties such as a low self-esteem (2.67%: negative school climate, little aca-
demic commitment), psychological fragility (2.67%: depression, dramatization, 
isolation), behavior trouble (2.67%: absenteeism academic difficulties, con-
flicted relationships; learning difficulties, lack of social skills, behavioral difficul-
ties and depression) cognitive deficit (2.67%: lack of motivation, low concen-
tration and attention). 

Personal variables play a large part in the school dropout process, particularly 
with regard to problems of depression and problems of social withdrawal, prob-
lems of attention, aggressive and delinquent behavior (Fortin et al., 2006). The 
school sometimes allows risk factors to settle in, which, if we do not intervene 
sometimes precipitate the act. These risks factors are: academic difficulties, 
truancy, lack of school engagement, isolation of the young person, a negative or 
even violent school climate, and difficult/conflicted relationships between young 
people or between young people and adults.  

As confirmed by Blaya (2010), school dropout has not always been considered 
associated with deviant or delinquent behavior, especially during periods of full 
employment. However, the perception and representations of school dropout 
have changed with the evolution of the labor market. The role assigned to school 
and they are often associated with other disorders such as the use of drugs, al-
cohol, tobacco, going out at night, violent behavior and major depressive signs. 
Scientific studies have shown a strong correlation between absenteeism and de-
viance, but no study has succeeded in identifying whether school dropout is the 
cause or the consequence of delinquent behavior. However, it appears that the 
absence of the school provides free time which can be conducive to delinquent 
acts. The explanation of this delinquency case lies in problems of rebellion 
against the parents, in the disappointments due to a chaotic education, and in 
the psychological fragility. Young people at risk of dropping out are more ag-
gressive and adopt more delinquent behavior and disruptive attitudes in the 
school environment; they are thus more easily identifiable by teachers. Some 
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young people reject responsibility for the problems encountered at school, and 
adopt aggressive behavior against the school and its representatives, thus con-
tributing to a significant deterioration of the school and classroom (CEREQ, 
2005; Fortin & Picard, 1999; Blaya, 2010). 

3.2.7. Common Cultural Causes in Rural and Urban Areas (See Table 4) 
In our study, the results of the survey of 299 college students in two different 
areas (rural & urban) in the Sfax region, reveal that the cultural causes of school 
dropout are so important (13.75%). The pupils also say to themselves and espe-
cially the girls that the radical customs, beliefs and practices (2.67%), are the 
real obstacle of our academic motivation. Girls from both social spaces (rural & 
urban) say that they school dropout, because of little incentives for girls 
(2.67%: early marriage for girls). 2.67% of children confirm the existence of a 
socio-cultural inequality in terms of academic success. School culture com-
petes with media cultures was chosen by 2.67% of the respondents. Finally, 
(2.67%) of middle school students insist on the inconsistency of family culture 
and school culture. One hypothesis that could explain these results could be 
that students are torn between family culture and school culture. This gap be-
tween the two pushes them to drop out. The role of family culture in the trans-
mission of values and in the promotion of school is therefore to be taken into 
account. This result shows a significant variation in the influence of cultural 
causes according to students in social spaces. As has been clarified in the litera-
ture, the concept of cultural dropout is associated with the phenomenon of 
school dropout. This concept takes on a negative value, and can thus contribute 
to the stigmatization of students qualified as cultural dropouts. Does the litera-
ture on the school choice process support such a concept? 

Several studies note the remarkable influence of culture on students’ school 
dropout (Gyonos, 2011; Bosetti, 2004; Dalley & Saint-Onge, 2008; English, 
2009). However, researchers have different definitions of culture. Bosetti (2004) 
states that the common values and beliefs between families and school constitute 
one of the most determining factors of school motivation. According to this re-
searcher, culture is relative to all of the parents’ values. In the same vein, English 
(2009) is inspired by Bourdieu and the concept of cultural capital. This re-
searcher emphasizes the importance of developing cultural capital in schools. 
She specifies that the fact that the school promotes the “right” (p. 90) cultural 
capital in relation to the different values of the family is a factor considered a 
priority in the child’s educational path. Australian schools recognize this reality 
and implement programs specializing in arts, music and certain sports to pro-
mote the idea that their students will have a better school integration. Bulman 
(2004), for his part, considers that “culture must be seen as the fabric which 
enables each family to give meaning to education”. He specifies that one cannot 
suppose that culture is only the ethnicity, the sex, the social class or the religion 
of a person, but that it is rather the “tool kit”, with which it interacts in his daily 
life. Bulman (2004) maintains that these cultural tools refer to emotional and in-
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trinsic motivations that come into play during the school process. The so-
cio-cultural aspect of school dropout is therefore present in several different 
ways depending on the student’s social context. The data collected in our survey 
seem to corroborate these findings.  

3.2.8. Common Geographic Causes in Rural and Urban Areas  
(See Table 4) 

The analysis of the results of the geographic dimension as a dropout factor in 
two different spaces (rural & urban) represents a portion of (7.50%). It can be 
understood in two somewhat different ways. In the narrow sense, it will be un-
derstood as the unequal proximity of families to educational establishments in 
the two spaces (2.34%: distance, school far from home, lack of public transpor-
tation and facilities), Harassment from school/house (3.01%) this inequality 
can be geographic, social or cultural. In the broad sense, access to school is a 
possibility to learn but harsh weather conditions are often an obstacle to reach 
school, according to the students of the two spaces (1%: intense rain, river, 
mountain forest, presence of wild animals). Consequently, regional geographic 
disparities (1%) mark the distortions and draw unequal regional groups. The 
large geographic disparities revealed by these rates are now very much reduced. 
However, the children’s educational difficulties have not been resolved: judging 
by the results of the assessments made in primary school, their interregional 
disparities do not seem to have been resolved. Premature school leaving in rural 
areas gives a first idea. According to the ministerial report for 2019, it is esti-
mated that 110,000 young people leave the education system without qualifica-
tions. However, the inequality of opportunity to access a high level of education 
fairly closely reflects the social inequalities of Tunisian society. These distortions 
between the regional origins of rural middle school students and those of pupils 
of urban space become more marked as one advances in studies. Consequently, 
our results seem close to scientific writings (MEN DEP, 1993b; Herin, 1990, 
1993), which stipulate that access to school is essentially linked to the economic 
and socio-cultural capital of families of origin. These disparities draw regional 
groups where the prospects of young people for having a qualification are un-
equaled. The current configurations of these disparities refer to the geography of 
the baccalaureate degrees obtained and to the difference observed between stu-
dents in rural and urban areas. Especially in Sfax-center, the students have the 
chance to obtain the baccalaureate and pursue higher education, on the other 
hand, it is not easy to access it for the rural students. Inequalities persist from 
one region to another. This is further proof that the reforms of the Tunisian 
education system remain powerless to reduce the geographic inequalities of 
access to reference schools. Knowing that these geographic inequalities are 
rooted in the economic, social and cultural realities of regional territories inside 
the country. These geographic inequalities reflect the differences in the composi-
tion of regional populations. 

Insofar as the geographic configurations which appear in the frequencies of 
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school leavers without qualification, we emit another hypothesis which stipulates 
that the interpretation of school geographic disparities is to be sought in the di-
versities of the social structures of the national territory seems most plausible. 
This hypothesis raises the question of the disadvantage of the countryside com-
pared to the cities with regard to access to reference schools in Tunisia. Rural 
youth are not as likely to pursue and complete long secondary education as ur-
ban youth. Without ignoring the role of the remoteness of the school, the addi-
tional costs and the personal difficulties that it represents for a number of young 
rural people. It would be risky to claim that it is the geographic distance of the 
young people from establishments would be the essential cause of the training 
disadvantages of many rural youths. 

3.3. Understanding the Phenomenon of School Dropout  

Middle school students in the Sfax region are very aware of the causes and con-
sequences of dropping out of school. They easily identify what motivates and 
demotivates them. However, a certain proportion of these young people drop 
out anyway. It would be interesting to see how they update, in action, the ele-
ments they mention in their responses? 

The theme “Understanding young people of school dropout” is the result of 
grouping together some open questions which represent 3% of the participants’ 
total responses. In this theme, which brings together the perceptions of middle 
school students in the Sfax region with regard to the phenomenon of dropping 
out of school, two aspects are addressed. It is first a question of the phenomenon 
itself and then of the dropouts present in the entourage of the participants. 

First of all, dropping out of school does not seem to be a subject spontaneous-
ly raised between friends according to the participants who express themselves 
on the phenomenon. Participants also believe that young people who drop out 
are intelligent, but that the school does not recognize their intelligence. Accord-
ing to them, the phenomenon is very present and no one is really immune to 
demotivating and dropping out. Young people also see a link between family 
values and leaving school. In some cases, it is a sibling while in others, it is a 
question of friends or acquaintances. It is nevertheless surprising that none of 
the participants mentioned the complexity of the phenomenon of dropping out 
of school. Indeed, the authors agree that school dropout is the result of a combi-
nation of several factors over a more or less long period of time (Janosz, 2000; 
Blaya, 2010; Potvin, Fortin, Marcotte, Royer, & Deslandes, 2004).  

The school and its organization are often distinguished by young people. On 
the teachers’ side, the students would like to know their perception of the phe-
nomenon. They would also like the school administrators to put in place the ne-
cessary educational and infrastructural conditions which would encourage their 
retention. 

To conclude, it seems important to study more specifically the possible inter-
ventions related to vocational development among young people in college. 
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Young people express the need for more guidance and information, but they also 
approach self-knowledge as an element of personal and professional develop-
ment. With the disappearance of certain courses more focused on personal de-
velopment and career counseling (e.g. personal and social training, career choice 
education) and the addition of new courses that do not appear until later in sec-
ondary education, the school has not created a loss of meaning in our young 
people. 

School dropout, often, manifests itself in unusual behaviors. Indeed, the child 
manifests an aggressiveness which requires educational assistance. This failure is 
also characterized by overt opposition. Then, the anxiety of the note is also a 
warning sign of a risk of dropping out. This anxiety is usually the result of strong 
family pressure. Fear of failure is also caused by their inability to cope with fail-
ure. Then, neglect of the teacher’s orders is a symptom of dropping out. This 
behavior is similar to the behavior of a child’s king who refuses to comply with 
the requirements of his superior. This attitude may be due to fear of his ability to 
respond. In addition, academic failure is manifested by a total lack of motivation 
and unsatisfactory results. Finally, the student finds it difficult to organize and 
manage his work at home. 

4. General Discussion 

Previous research has sought to examine the impact of a multitude of variables 
on school dropout, including the effect of student’s personal, family, school and 
social factors, including academic achievement, student behavior or social origin 
for example. While some have focused on the study of disparities by gender or 
ethnicity, none of our knowledge has grasped the disparities related to cultural 
and geographic causes. The purpose of this study was to understand the me-
chanisms and processes of school dropout in the Sfax region according to the 
characteristics and types of students. 

First, analysis of statistical data reveals that the general functioning of the 
school system is problematic (12.50%). This result corroborates the conclusions 
of previous research identifying institutional problems as associated with drop-
ping out of school (Blaya, 2010; Fortin et al., 2006; Potvin et al. 2006). 

In a second step, we highlighted the impact of the social factor on the proba-
bility of students’ school dropout. The results of these analyses show that the 
most influential causes of school dropout by rural and urban areas is social 
causes (18.50%). Similar results had already been reported in the research litera-
ture. Indeed, our results, like those of the theoretical model of Fortin et al. (2006) 
and as the study by Janosz et al. (1997) show that school dropouts for middle 
school students are a combination of social causes. These results suggest rather 
that it is necessary to intervene according to the social characteristics of the pu-
pils, independently of the social space. We nevertheless observe some differences 
according to gender among the pupils in the two contexts (rural & urban). The 
influence of the neighborhood social environment on schooling practices, al-
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though less discriminating than that of the school environment, also plays an 
important role. 

Otherwise, the results reveal that the first reason for school dropout by pupils 
in rural and urban areas is preponderant in family causes (21.50%). These results 
corroborate previous studies which stipulate that family factors are regularly as-
sociated with school dropout of (Janosz, 2000; Potvin et al., 1999; Blaya, 2010). 
Difficulties in parenting skills as well as inappropriate practices adopted by par-
ents often explain gaps at the family level (Dubuc, 2003). When school difficul-
ties are added to a fragile family situation, the risk of school dropout increases 
(Bautier, 2006). 

In addition, the survey reveals that the most influential causes that are com-
monly perceived by children are the poor economic problems of the family 
(16.00%). School dropout is also an outcome of a host of economic causes in 
both social space (Rural and urban) that have a telling effect on the retention of 
children in the middle school. 

Scientific studies (De Witte et al., 2013; Rumberger, 2011; European Commis-
sion, 2014; Kovač-Cerović et al., 2016), showed that poverty and unemployment 
in the rural space contribute to an increase illegal migration. But, also to hiring 
children in seasonal or family jobs which drag them away from school. Moreo-
ver, our data reveal that the choice of specific vocational training within voca-
tional schools is often out of sync with shortages in the job market.  

Personal problems are elements that occupy a large proportion of respondents 
in connection with this category. Indeed, this sub-scale represents more than 
10.00% of the responses associated with the causes of school dropout in both 
space (rural and urban). The personal problems affecting student motivation, 
addressed by the participants, are varied. However, drug use is the main reason 
for dropping out of school. Health problems and harassment on the part of some 
students are also among the personal problems targeted as being likely to affect 
academic motivation. It is important to make a link with the scientific writings 
which indicate to us that the gestures or words of depreciation on the part of the 
teachers have an important impact on the motivation of the student. Indeed, 
these data’s are often perceived by the young person as a direct attack on his 
person and not as an action directed with a view to correcting undesirable beha-
vior. These teachers’ attitudes therefore directly influence the student’s 
self-esteem (Truong, 2006). The classroom and school climate are considered a 
school factors associated with dropping out (Dubuc, 2003; Potvin, 2005; Blaya, 
2010).  

The results of the survey of 299 college students in two different areas (rural & 
urban) in the Sfax region, reveal that the cultural causes of school dropout are so 
important (13.75%). The role of family culture in the transmission of values and 
in the promotion of school is therefore, to be taken into account. These data 
show a significant variation in the influence of cultural causes according to stu-
dents in social spaces. As has been clarified in the literature, the concept of cul-
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tural dropout is associated with the phenomenon of school dropout (English, 
2009), this concept takes on a negative value, and can thus contribute to the 
stigmatization of students qualified as cultural dropouts. According to this re-
searcher, culture is relative to all of the parents’ values. In the same vein, English 
(2009) is inspired by Bourdieu and the concept of cultural capital. This re-
searcher emphasizes the importance of developing cultural capital in schools. 
Bulman (2004) maintains that these cultural tools refer to emotional and intrin-
sic motivations that come into play during the school process.  

Finally, the analysis of the results of the geographic dimension as a dropout 
factor in two different spaces (rural & urban) represents a portion of (7.50%). 
The large geographic disparities revealed by these rates are now very much re-
duced. Premature school leaving in rural area gives a first idea. According to the 
ministerial report for 2019, it is estimated that 110,000 young people leave the 
education system without qualifications. However, the inequality of opportunity 
to access a high level of education fairly closely reflects the social inequalities of 
Tunisian society. These social inequalities between rural and urban middle 
school students become more marked as we advance in the school curriculum. 
Consequently, our results seem close to scientific writings (MEN DEP, 1993a; 
Herin, 1990, 1993), which stipulate that access to school is essentially linked to 
the economic and socio-cultural capital of the families of origin. These dispari-
ties draw regional groups where the prospects of young people for having a qua-
lification are uneven. The current physiognomy of these disparities refers to the 
geography of the baccalaureate diplomas obtained and to the difference observed 
between students in rural and urban areas. By way of illustration, the chance of 
going to university for a student from the center is better than that for a student 
from the rural area. This equal opportunity between the Tunisian regions still 
persists. Without ignoring the role of the remoteness of the school, the addition-
al costs and the personal difficulties that it represents for a number of young ru-
ral people, it would be risky to claim that it is the geographic distance of the 
young people from establishments would be the essential cause of the training 
disadvantages of many rural youth.  

Certainly, the results of this research provide a relevant source of information 
and help in a better understanding of school dropout. But they are not exhaus-
tive. The specificity of this study lies in its contribution to other factors which 
were not taken into consideration in previous work, such as cultural and geo-
graphical factors which represent fairly important causes in emerging countries. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, dropping out of school, defined as leaving the education system 
without having obtained a diploma at the end of secondary school, is indeed a 
socially unequal phenomenon. It mainly depends on the cultural capital of the 
parents. We believe that the main causes of dropping out of school at all levels of 
education in the two areas of residence are a high rate of absenteeism, learning 
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difficulties, poor academic results, poor motivation of students for activities in 
school. The main challenges facing a pupil at high risk of dropping out are: fam-
ily income up to subsistence level, poor parental education, lack of minimum 
conditions for home studies, poor economic conditions, socio-cultural inequali-
ties, regional disparities. The Tunisian education system after the revolution 
(2011) recorded an increase in the number of students who drop out more fre-
quently, which requires the identification and implementation, at national level, 
of alternative action systems to prevent and fight school dropout. In particular, 
systems are useful for the “health” of society. Such a possible alternative system 
must take into account issues such as support for families and the reduction of 
the main risk factors where the phenomenon of dropping out of school far ex-
ceeds the national average. It should also be considered that dropping out of 
school does not happen at the same level according to social groups and that, 
despite the transformations of the school systems, it remains more penalizing for 
young people from Tunisian working and rural backgrounds. But the process of 
dropping out of school is multidimensional and therefore complex. Young 
people who drop out of school all have different backgrounds, even if certain 
typologies can be advanced. Rather than normalizing the phenomenon, the ty-
pologies and risk factors identified should make it possible to prevent it. It is 
therefore complex but not impossible to remedy the dropout. If prevention is 
more effective than repair, it is also important to work on the social representa-
tions of dropping out of school. 
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