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Abstract 

One of the most worrying issues in Spanish education is the high school dropout 
rate, especially for those students who leave compulsory secondary education 
with no qualifications. Some of these students re-enter the system via adult edu‑
cation centres (AECs), where they can obtain the minimum qualification required 
by the labour market (the Secondary Education Graduate Certificate, the equivalent 
of GCSE in UK education). Entry into and adaptation to the AECs was explored in a non-
probabilistic sample of 234 individuals from a total population of 2033 enrolled in 14 
Catalan AECs, and the roles of a range of factors in shaping successful trajectories were 
analysed. The aim was to contribute to the design of strategies boosting students’ 
well-being and raising the probability of their persisting in their studies. The results 
showed that when study was full-time or combined with a part-time job of half a day 
or fewer working hours, when there was high academic satisfaction with the centre, 
and when there was a feeling of empowerment and efficacy in studying, the bond 
to the centre and the will to continue studying there were enhanced.

Keywords:  Adult education, Student adaptation, High school dropout, Student 
attitudes

1  Introduction
In the current Spanish education system, if there is one issue that particularly concerns 
the various bodies that design and deliver education policy, it is the high school dropout 
rate. While the percentage of students aged 18 to 24 who had not completed the second 
stage of secondary education (Basic and Intermediate Vocational Training or Baccalau-
reate) stood at 13.3% in 2021, decreasing from 16% in 2020 according to the Spanish 
Labour Force Survey (EPA) of the National Statistics Institute (INE), Spain is still one of 
the developed countries with the highest dropout rates.

However, the academic careers of these students are not cut short only at high 
school. This is the outcome of a process beginning much earlier (Salvà-Mut 
et  al., 2014), a gradual disengagement that stretches across their whole education 
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(Archambault et al., 2022), particularly in the case of people who do not obtain the 
Compulsory Secondary Education (ESO) Certificate, the minimum qualification 
needed to continue their education.

In this sense, the research presented here focuses on a more vulnerable group of 
people who, having left the education system without any qualifications, return to 
their studies due to a lack of opportunities in both employment and further training. 
The main objective of the study was to analyse the impact of adult education on their 
personal and professional pathways. Thus, we focus particularly on adult students 
taking the Secondary Education Graduate Certificate (GES or adult secondary educa-
tion) in order to obtain the compulsory secondary education qualification. This is a 
programme that in Spain can be taken in adult education centres (AECs hereinafter), 
opening the door to continuing education via the baccalaureate or an intermediate 
level vocational training course (CFGM).

The AECs have become an important means of bringing young people back into 
education. The centres offer a broad range of programmes (Sánchez Guerrero et al., 
2020), amongst them adult secondary education, which is organised into two levels 
of one year each. To obtain the qualification, a total of 34 quarterly modules must 
be taken and, if necessary, validated or accredited. The GES, therefore, can also be 
taken in a shorter time, depending on students’ previous education (Spanish Decret 
161/2009, of October 27, on the organization of compulsory secondary education for 
adults) (Departament d’Educació 2009).

The increasing popularity of AEC courses has led to a change in traditional student 
profiles. Thus, there has been an increase in numbers of students aged between 16 and 
25 from differing social backgrounds and at varying stages of their lives: very young stu-
dents expelled from ESO due to failure and early dropout; students who study and work 
at the same time; unemployed students; and older students seeking to complete ESO 
despite having obtained the former EGB high-school certificate (DIBA, 2019; ESREA, 
2017; Rujas, 2015). This growth has also been boosted by the recent pandemic, which 
increased the numbers of people returning to school. However, once they start, the chal-
lenge for these students is to complete their courses. According to data from the Spanish 
Education Ministry (MECD, 2022), the percentage of the population obtaining the ESO 
diploma through the AECs, including the free exams, is 7.0%, compared to 84% who pass 
it as 15-year-olds.

This situation requires an in-depth investigation of successful adult secondary edu-
cation pathways. To this end, it is essential to explore students’ process of adaptation 
and integration into the institution, as this is a key factor in explaining continuity and 
completion of studies. The literature on this process mostly centres on transitions dur-
ing secondary school or to university, with less research on adult secondary education 
(Salvà-Mut et  al., 2014; Vorhaus et  al., 2011). Sociological studies scrutinise variables 
such as social class, family educational qualifications, and previous educational out-
comes as determinants in secondary education transition processes (Bernardi & Cebolla, 
2014; Bernardi & Triventi, 2018; Breen & Jonsson, 2000). Along the same lines, transi-
tions to university have been analysed (Daza et  al., 2019; Elias et  al., 2023). However, 
given that adult learners form a highly homogeneous social group, it is important to 
consider other types of variables bearing on decision-making.
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Psychological research stresses cognitive factors and others linked to the learner’s 
wellbeing. One of these is the feeling of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1999). When a per-
son experiences this perception of their study competences, their level of satisfaction 
increases, and the process of adaptation is boosted, thus leading to successful outcomes 
(Lent et  al., 2005). Similar conclusions have been reached on the impact of academic 
self-efficacy and motivation on academic satisfaction and achievement (Huebner & 
McCullough, 2000). Thus, students’ beliefs and attitudes regarding motivation, another 
important measure, play a key role in their academic satisfaction and success. Vu et al. 
(2021) reviewed the evidence on the relationship between motivation and achieve-
ment, and concluded that there is a need to explore further the reciprocal relationship 
between the two variables. Fan and Wolters (2014) add the mediating role of students’ 
educational expectations to this binomial. On the other hand, Anttila et al. (2022), in a 
longitudinal study among Finnish secondary school students, found that motivational 
beliefs and behaviours, high expectations of success and low task avoidance predicted 
the intention to persist.

Another factor that has been explored is satisfaction (Lent et  al., 2009; Lodi et  al., 
2019). This is a complex construct measured by various indicators and clearly related to 
persistence (Magnano et al., 2020). Satisfaction often acts as a mediating factor between 
variables linked to the student’s personal and family characteristics and academic perfor-
mance (Weber & Harzer, 2022). However, the association between satisfaction and edu-
cational success, as well as that between academic self-efficacy and good performance, 
are also reciprocal in nature. Students with higher satisfaction or more self-efficacy are 
more likely to persist, but the reverse is also true (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2014). School 
satisfaction has also shown strong correlations with factors associated with school 
atmosphere, such as teacher support and the teacher-student relationships (Coelho & 
Dell’Aglio, 2019; Zullig et al., 2011).

Students’ relationships with peers and teachers, in the area of academic and personal 
support, is another important construct when analysing persistence, and is often linked 
to the study of engagement (Affuso et al., 2023; Fraysier & Reschly, 2022; Reschly, 2020). 
Receiving support from teachers and maintaining quality student–teacher relationships 
is often associated with greater persistence and better educational outcomes (Wang & 
Eccles, 2013). Lack of connection with teachers leads to feelings of alienation, failure 
and disaffection with the school, causing students to drop out (Bernstein-Yamashiro & 
Noam, 2013). Other studies use personal, family and context variables to frame their sta-
tistical models, since it has been observed that these relationships can be altered by edu-
cational transitions and this may increase the likelihood of dropping out (Rumberger & 
Palardy, 2005). It has also been observed that relationships with teachers and peers may 
have a mediating effect between engagement and study performance and persistence 
(Affuso et al., 2023; Konold et al., 2018; López et al., 2007). Much less research examines 
the impact of peer relationships. In this regard, Orpinas & Raczynsky (2016) concluded 
that being the victim of rumours or lies, being left out on purpose or being forced to do 
things in order to be liked increased the likelihood of dropping out.

Although much less attention has been paid to the field of adult education, some of the 
variables reviewed above reappear, sometimes with greater force, in studies of the educa-
tion careers of this group. In an analysis of barriers to persistence in UK adult education, 
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Lister (2007) found that one of the most important factors was the student’s attitude to 
learning, which was mainly explained by accumulated previous experiences giving rise 
to greater or lesser confidence and motivation to continue. Lister, however, also nuanced 
his findings according to student profiles. On the other hand, some studies have found 
that demographic differences among those who drop out and those who persist are not 
significant (Melrose, 2014). A further barrier identified is work (Bélanger, 2011; Lister, 
2007). While this variable does not appear in the studies previously reviewed, since they 
mostly concern people of school age, it takes on greater relief in the case of older stu-
dents. Amongst these people, having a paid job makes it more difficult to engage and 
follow through with their education.

Continuing with socio-cognitive factors, those that have the greatest influence on per-
sistence are high satisfaction (Lister, 2007), mentoring and support from teachers (Lister, 
2007; Macedo et al., 2011; Savelsberg et al., 2017), motivation (Gorard & Smith, 2004; 
MacLeod & Straw, 2010; Vorhaus et al., 2011; Webb, 2006), receiving support in the pro-
cess of joining the institution (Quigley & Uhland, 2000), and receiving sufficient infor-
mation and guidance throughout the same process (López et al., 2007).

2 � Method
This is a quantitative study whose objective was to explore the success factors of people 
enrolled in secondary education courses in AECs in Catalonia.1 The specific objectives 
of the study were twofold: (a) to examine the changes produced in the levels of moti-
vation, satisfaction, self-efficacy and social and academic support of adults before and 
after enrolling in AECs; and (b) to analyse which variables had a greater impact on their 
intention to persist in their studies.

2.1 � Participants

The study population comprised 2,033 people2 enrolled in courses leading to the Sec-
ondary Education Graduate Certificate at a total of 14 AECs in Catalonia. The centres 
were chosen such that their size, ownership and location would ensure the representa-
tiveness of the results. The management of each centre sent a questionnaire by e-mail to 
the entire study population, regardless of age, to which 234 people responded voluntar-
ily (yielding a sampling error of 6%). This is therefore a non-probabilistic, accidental or 
convenience sample, as Ruiz (2008) notes, since the subjects were chosen by the fact that 
they responded.

The size, characteristics and location of the centres ensured the representativeness of 
the results obtained and their impact in terms of social transfer, since they represented 
accurately the range of sizes, ownership (municipal and Department of Education), and 
territorial spread across Catalonia of these centres.

1  Study funded by the Agència de Gestió d’Ajuts Universitaris i de Recerca (Catalan Agency for the Management of Aid 
to Students and Research) under the title “Young People’s Trajectories in Compulsory Secondary Education. Success 
Factors in Adult Education Centres in Catalonia” (2019 AJOVE 00005). Catalan Youth Agency, Generalitat de Catalunya 
(Catalan Regional Government).
2  Students from the academic years 2018–2019, 2019–2020, 2020–2021. In selecting the centres, diversity was 
accounted for via a range of criteria of representativeness, especially in terms of student profiles and the location of the 
AEC.
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The sample showed a slight bias towards males (51.1% of the sample as opposed to 
48.9% of the study population), native inhabitants (78.2% as opposed to 64.3%) and the 
older age group (mean age 31 as opposed to 29) (Llanes et al., 2022).

2.2 � Data collection instrument

A survey in the form of a questionnaire was the tool used to gather data. Its content was 
validated by experts in the field, including three people from AECs, and piloted amongst 
a group of students to validate the framing of the questions and their statistical adequacy.3

The survey was based on the prior studies reviewed and the analytical models chosen. 
It included closed Likert-scale questions enquiring into the socio-cognitive variables of 
the processes of adaptation and persistence in studies, summarised in the following con-
structs or scales: the level of motivation and attitude towards studies (six measures), the 
level of satisfaction (five measures, adapted from an original scale by Lent et al., 2009), 
and the perception of self-efficacy (four measures). To analyse the support received, a 
single measure was used for the relationship with teachers and another for the relation-
ship with peers. The Cronbach’s alpha values of the scales at the time when participants 
surveyed were in secondary school and at the time of the study, when they were attend-
ing the AECs, are shown below in Table 1. For all participants, the level of reliability of 
the scales was acceptable (above 0.7).

Some socio-demographic variables that previous studies have found to have a bear-
ing on students’ adaptation to their courses were also considered. In addition to gender, 

Table 1  Description of variables

Cronbach’s alpha

Independent variables Secondary school AEC

Motivation 0.841 0.785

  I was doing it to further my education and improve my skills

  I was doing it to improve my chances of getting a job

  I was doing it to get a qualification

  Overall, I was doing it to have a better future

  I was doing it because I felt accepted at the centre

  Overall, I was doing it to keep up the social ties forged

Academic satisfaction 0.929 0.88

  I like the course

  I enjoy learning

  I liked the the content of the materials

  I liked the way the teacher did the classes

  I felt good in general

Self-efficacy 0.708 0.705

  I was confident that I could pass the modules

  The content of the classes was easy for me

  I felt capable of doing the tasks

  Overall, I did well in most of the subejcts

3  The study was approved by the Bio-Ethical Commission of the University of Barcelona.
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age and nationality, as described above, the parents’ educational qualifications and the 
employment situation of the students themselves were included (Table 2).

2.3 � Procedure

The questionnaire was administered online, with the authorisation of the directors of the 
centres participating in the study. The teachers invited the students to participate and 
gave the instructions for completion of the survey during class hours. Since the field-
work coincided with the period of the pandemic and confinement, a form was designed 
in Google Forms to facilitate its completion. This was passed on to the management 
teams of the centres, who administered it. Lastly, SPSS v.27 software was used for pro-
cessing and analysis.

3 � Results
The presentation of results below is divided into two sections. The first explores the lev-
els of motivation, academic satisfaction, self-efficacy and perception of support received 
at high school and later at the AECs; and the second analyses how these variables are 
related to students’ intention to persist on their courses, taking into account a range of 
demographic variables.

3.1 � The experience of studying in the AECs

From the analyses of persistence and dropout rates reviewed above, it is clear that know-
ing students’ motivation for studying, their level of academic satisfaction, their per-
ception of self-efficacy with respect to the programme and the support received from 
teachers and peers allows us to understand the type of path followed and the decision 
to drop out or continue. Comparing these factors from the students’ time at second-
ary school with their appraisal of the same factors during their attendance at the AECs 
provided a measure of the role the second-chance institutions played in the educational 
experience of students who had experienced failure and dropped out of compulsory sec-
ondary education.

Table 2  Description of interviewees’ occupational and family status

n %

Current situation
  Studying 120 56.1

  Studying and working 74 34.6

  Working 20 9.3

Mother’s education
  Higher education 16 8

  Secondary education 67 33.3

  Primary education 118 58.7

Father’s education
  Higher education 18 9.2

  Secondary education 72 36.9

  Primary education 105 53.8
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The level of academic satisfaction as one of the factors with the greatest impact on 
persistence models was analysed both for the period when participants were at sec-
ondary school and for the later period after enrolment in courses for the GES quali-
fication. These data allowed us to affirm that there was a significant change in the 
level of satisfaction, since at the AECs, interviewees stated that they were much more 
satisfied than they had been at secondary school. All items were between 4 and 5 on a 
scale of 1 to 5, and higher scores were registered especially when they stated that they 
felt good in general (4.5) and that they liked the course and enjoyed learning (4.4). 
This indicated that at the AEC students significantly increased their academic satis-
faction in the different measures applied (Fig. 1).

In terms of the perception of self-efficacy, the group’s low self-esteem at school was 
evident. Their scores did not exceed 3.2 in the different measures. However, after enrol-
ment at the AEC, they saw their confidence and self-esteem increase, particularly feeling 
much more capable of tackling the tasks given and considering that they were good at 
the subjects they were studying (Fig. 2).

With regard to the support received from both teachers and peers, they clearly felt 
they had more support at the AEC than at secondary school, especially when assessing 
the reception and guidance received from teachers (Fig. 3).

The students’ motivation was clearly stronger during their experience at the AEC 
than at high school. It was also noteworthy that a higher score was obtained for moti-
vation relating to external factors (to obtain the degree, to have more job opportuni-
ties), although more intrinsic motivation such as the desire to improve training and skills 
should not be disregarded. But what was also noteworthy were the low scores on the 
measures relating to emotional well-being (feeling accepted and socially connected) dur-
ing their time at school. This may indicate a problem of social integration, which was 
seen improve at the AEC, especially in terms of participants’ self-image in relation to the 
group and their level of integration (Fig. 4).

Fig. 1  Academic satisfaction with courses at high school and at the AEC
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The Wilcoxon signed-rank test (with a significance level of p ≤ 0.05) corroborated that 
these were statistically significant differences for all variables, except for the measure 
titled I was studying for a better future (Table 3).

Given the importance that has been observed in the studies reviewed to the level of 
satisfaction for motivation and perceived self-efficacy, a principal components analysis 
(PCA) was carried out to validate the structure of the satisfaction scale and to simplify 
the information. The analysis revealed a single factor explaining 68% of variance.4 The 
scale means of academic satisfaction for secondary school and for the AECs were 3.2 and 
4.4 respectively.

Fig. 2  Perception of self-efficacy at high school and at the AEC

Fig. 3  Support received at high school and at the AEC

4  The sample adequacy measure KMO, with a value of 0.854, like Barlett’s test of sphericity (sig. <0.001), confirmed the 
appropriacy of continuing with this analysis and summing up the scale in a single factor.
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In the following section, we focus on participants’ experience in the AECs. A corre-
lation analysis showed that academic satisfaction correlated moderately and positively 
with measures of motivation, especially when courses were pursued for motivations cen-
tring on enhancement of training and personal skills (intrinsic motives). Satisfaction also 
correlated strongly with two self-efficacy variables (when the person felt that s/he was 
good at the subjects and was capable of carrying out the tasks). With regard to support, 
the greater the perception of support received, the greater the satisfaction, especially 
when it came to teachers, who showed the highest correlation (Table 4).

Fig. 4  Motivation to study at secondary school and at the AEC

Table 3  Wilcoxon signed-rank test for related samples at high school and AEC

Wilcoxon signed 
statistic

Sig.

Motivation
  I was doing it to further my education and improve my skills 8191.5 0

  I was doing it to improve my chances of getting a job 7333 0

  I was doing it to get a qualification 383.5 0

  Overall, I was doing it to have a better future 6998.5 0.049

  I was doing it because I felt accepted at the centre 10340.5 0

  Overall, I was doing it to keep up the social ties forged 5932 0.003

Academic satisfaction
  I like the course 10617.5 0

  I enjoy learning 11071 0

  I liked the the content of the materials 9931.5 0

  I liked the way the teacher did the classes 10959 0

  I felt good in general 10027 0

Self-efficacy
  I was confident that I could pass the modules 7445 < 0.001

  The content of the classes was easy for me 6797.5 0.001

  I felt capable of doing the tasks 7460 0

  Overall, I did well in most of the subejcts 7105 < 0.001

Support received
  I had support from the teachers 11237.5 0

  I had support from my classmates 7897.5 < 0.001
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3.2 � Socio‑cognitive factors and the intention to persist

The feeling of well-being and integration at the AECs was clearly greater than at sec-
ondary school for this group. In view of the data on repeated dropout and disengage-
ment in adult education, what roles did motivation, satisfaction, self-efficacy and 
social support play in the intention to persist?

When asked about their intention to persist on their GES programmes, 67.5% of 
participants answered affirmatively. Figure  5 shows the scores for each measure, 
according to intention to persist versus intention to drop out. Clearly and without 
exception, all those who stated that they had some intention to persist had higher 
scores compared to those who had thought about dropping out at some point.

On performing a Mann–Whitney U test, two of the six indicators of motivation 
showed significant differences in the intention to persist on the GES: I’m doing it to fur-
ther my education and improve my skills, and I’m doing it because at the adult education 
centre I feel accepted. Thus, those with a clear will to persist in their studies were those 
who were clearer about their educational project, wishing to have more competences 
and improve their skills, and those who felt more integrated at the centre. For the rest of 
the scales and variables, the differences were significant, with the exception of peer sup-
port. Thus, those who felt more satisfied, more motivated and more confident in their 
abilities were those who had a clearer intention to continue. Lastly, perceiving greater 
support from teachers was strongly related to persistence, while peer support was not a 
facilitating factor when it came to continuing, but neither was it a hindrance (Table 5).

3.3 � Personal and family factors 

The final factor examined was the influence of the adult education student’s profile on 
the probability of persistence. A first bivariate analysis was carried out for the variables 

Table 4  Correlation of student level of satisfation with the other measures of socio-cognitive 
dimensions

a The correlation is significant at 0.01 (bilateral)

Academic 
satisfaction at 
the AEC

Self-efficacy
  Overall, I did well in most of the subejcts 0.517a

  Self-confidence 0.125

  I feel confident that I can pass the modules 0.544a

  Ease in following subjects 0.007

Motivation
  I’m doing it to further my education and improve my skills 0.634a

  I’m doing it to improve my chances of getting a job 0.465a

  I’m doing it to get a qualification 0.374a

  Overall, I’m doing it to have a better future 0.392a

  Overall, I’m doing it to keep up the social ties forged 0.228a

  I’m doing it because I feel accepted at the centre 0.449a

Support
  Support from teachers 0.673a

  Support from peers 0.397a
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gender, age, parents’ education, nationality and occupational status. A chi-square test 
revealed that the only measure with a significant link to the intention to persist in 
adult secondary education was the student’s employment status (X2 = 14.272, gl = 2, 

Fig. 5  Socio-cognitive measures according to intention to persist

Table 5  Significant differences in persistence factors for independent samples in the intention to 
persist in studying for the GES

Mann Whitney U Asymptotic 
sig. 
(bilateral)

Motivation
  I was doing it to further my education and improve my skills 4960.5 0.012

  I was doing it because I felt accepted at the centre 4184 0.03

Academic satisfaction 3746 < 0.001

Self-efficacy
  I was confident that I could pass the modules 3804.5 < 0.001

  The content of the classes was easy for me 4700 0.005

  I felt capable of doing the tasks 3759.5 < 0.001

  Overall, I did well in most of the subejcts 4058 0.012

Academic and social support
  I have support from the teachers 4521.5 < 0.001
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sig. < 0.001). Those who study full-time or who combined studying with working (prob-
ably part-time) were those who significantly expressed their intention to continue with 
their studies (Fig. 6).

3.4 � What were the most important factors in the intention to persist at AECs?

The next step was to find out which factors, of those that had showed significant differences 
in educational trajectories, played the most important roles in the probability of persisting 
in adult secondary education. To this end, a probability model using logistic regression was 
designed. The dependent variable represented the probability of persisting in GES versus 
not persisting. The fit of the model was good, as indicated by the Hosmer–Lemeshow test, 
and the variability explained by the Y model was 24.2% (see Table 6). The results showed the 
regression coefficients, the associated statistical significance and the exponential beta.

The logistic regression model revealed that the variables playing a significant role in 
the decision to persist were the following: the student’s employment situation, the level 
of academic satisfaction, and self-confidence as a component of self-efficacy. Clearly, the 
fact of not working or combining a job with studying was what had the greatest influ-
ence on the decision to persist. Those who worked had a greater risk than others of dis-
engaging from their studies and ending up dropping out after re-engaging. Next, being 
academically satisfied with the programme and the centre were clearly a factor in con-
tinuity. And lastly, self-confidence also appeared as a very important component of the 
probability of persisting.

4 � Discussion and conclusions
Motivated by the concern for a highly vulnerable group with prior trajectories of fail-
ure and repetition in compulsory secondary education, we analysed participants’ educa-
tional experiences on entering adult education. To this end, the process of adaptation to 
the AEC was examined from the perspective of transitions, and the role played by socio-
cognitive factors in successful trajectories was investigated.

Fig. 6  Intention to persist with the GES according to current situation in the labour market
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The first objective was to identify any changes in the levels of motivation, satisfac-
tion, self-efficacy and academic and social support before and after enrolling at the AEC. 
Our results showed that changing the context brought a new scenario of possibilities 
for this group of students. They felt better, more motivated and more at ease with their 
tasks, and had higher self-esteem, all of which are key ingredients for academic success 
(Huebner & McCullough, 2000; Lent et al., 2017; Vu et al., 2021). They also perceived 
much more support from teachers, in contrast to the support received at school. Peers, 
on the other hand, did not seem to be a critical element; this was the factor with the 
least change in its scores, although it also increased. All this demonstrates the impor-
tant role played by the AECs as spaces for compensation and inclusion. In a very short 
time, between leaving secondary school and entering adult education —as can be intu-
ited from the increasingly young profile of the population attending these centres— 
these students’ attitude towards their studies was transformed. The level of engagement 
increased, especially in terms of their self-image in relation to the group and their level 
of integration and well-being at the institution. Consequently, when it comes to people 
with a history of failure and disengagement from the educational system, access to AECs 
represents a qualitative leap with respect to secondary school, positively transforming 
their educational experience.

All these variables also reinforced each other in the case of adult secondary education. 
Correlation analyses confirmed the high mediating effect of satisfaction with the other 
variables (Weber & Harzer, 2022). Satisfaction was strongly associated with high study 
motivation, especially in intrinsic factors. It was also linked to self-efficacy; and lastly, 
it was associated with the quality of supportive relationships with teachers (Coelho & 
Dell’Aglio, 2019; Zullig et al., 2011).

This first diagnostic study investigating conditions favouring good performance and 
continuity in education contrasts with the low success rates in adult secondary edu-
cation found by the Education Ministry (MECD, 2022), far removed from those reg-
istered for compulsory secondary education. Although they start from conditions of 
well-being and high attachment to the centre, the large scale of these statistics leads 
us to question their value for the AECs.

This leads to our second objective, which was to determine which variables had the 
greatest impact on the intention to persist and obtain the adult high school diploma. 

Table 6  Binary forward stepwise logistic regression. Dependent variable: intention to persist on the 
GES

B Sign Exp(B)

Academic satisfaction 0.972 < 0.001 2,653

Self-efficacy

  I was confident I could pass the modules 0.4 0.002 1,493

Current occupation status

  Studying 1,762 0.002 5,823

  Studying and working 1,341 0.024 3,823

N  234

% of cases correctly classified 74.9%

Hosmer & Lemeshow Test 0.357

Nagelkerke R2  0.242
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The first conclusion was that the occupational factor was the most important, in line 
with studies by Bélanger (2011) and Lister (2007). However, it was not influenced by 
the parents’ level of education, as argued by sociological studies.

This was followed by socio-cognitive factors linked to satisfaction and self-confi-
dence. Our results concurred with previous research (Brown & Lent, 2015; Magnano 
et al., 2020): high overall satisfaction with the centre (both socially and academically) 
increased the probability of persistence. Similarly, self-confidence, as a measure of 
self-efficacy, was another factor related to the intention not to disengage from educa-
tion (Schunk and DiBenedetto, 2014), although how these factors are related to each 
other should be investigated in greater depth to determine the nature of the interac-
tion. It is worth noting that satisfaction and self-efficacy often appeared as deficient or 
at very low levels in the educational experience of these students at secondary school. 
Despite this, they were now making up lost ground to strengthen their persistence 
and achieve the adult high school diploma.

In contrast, teacher support did not seem to have the same impact, as indicated in 
studies among secondary school populations (Wang & Eccles, 2013); and neither did 
motivation (Anttila et  al. 2022; Vu et  al., 2021;). However, in view of the high cor-
relation found between satisfaction and these variables, any initiatives planned from 
the counselling perspective should avoid disregarding them as important factors. It 
can be affirmed that advice and guidance from teachers, in accordance with the find-
ings of Lister (2007), Macedo et al. (2011) and Savelsberg et al. (2017), are key factors 
in students becoming fully aware of their educational and professional life projects. 
Finding meaning in what one is doing is decisive when it comes to persistence. In 
contrast, this was not the case with peer support, which did not seem to make a dif-
ference in the intention to persist.

The study of persistence and successful pathways through adult education showed 
points of convergence with analyses carried out at the stage of post-compulsory sec-
ondary and higher education. Socio-cognitive ingredients play an important role and 
are a good starting point for achieving greater attachment and commitment to the 
educational system on the part of students. But some particularities also emerged that 
deserve careful attention, such as having a paid job and the insignificant role of peers. 
As Gravini Donado et al. (2021) remark, this is a complex, multidimensional process 
in which institutional, academic, social and emotional factors interact and need to be 
studied in greater depth. It is therefore necessary to undertake further research into 
the transition processes of adults re-entering the system.

The AECs emerge as facilities for educational inclusion and second-chance instruc-
tion that transform young people’s motivations and expectations, often even when 
they have a long history of school failure. The aim is to ensure that these advantages 
are maintained and to encourage students’ successful completion of courses. To this 
end, in these centres, personalised pathways based on tutorial action plans should be 
devised to boost satisfaction and self-efficacy in academic tasks. Such plans should 
also be flexible and adapted to their work circumstances, in order to strengthen links 
with the institution (Affuso et al., 2023; Fraysier & Reschly, 2022; Reschly, 2020).

Finally, one of the limitations of this study that the fieldwork and contact with the 
centers was carried out in the middle of the COVID confinement, which undoubtedly 
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conditioned the level of participation. Thus, it is proposed to continue this line of 
research in order to obtain a larger sample of students which would offer greater ter-
ritorial representativeness and enable us to investigate integration processes and inter-
actions between significant factors in greater depth. These further studies should make 
it possible to design advice and guidance programmes adjusted to the realities of adult 
education and to students’ life circumstances. At the same time, this approach should be 
complemented with a more qualitative one, with the aim to understand the subjective 
processes that lead to increased engagement and commitment to studying, and to gain 
insight into the socio-cognitive and relational mechanisms involved.
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