Transitions from school to tertiary study
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How does a student’s performance at school affect their decision to enter tertiary study? And, how well do students do in tertiary education in their first year? How does school achievement compare with other factors? Is the influence of school achievement the same for males and females, or for different ethnic groups? How well can NCEA results predict a student’s pass rate in tertiary-level study?   Research published this year sheds new light on these questions.
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We know that how well you do at school makes a difference, both to whether you undertake further study and to how well you achieve at this. Two recent Ministry of Education reports
 set out to explore the nature of this relationship using information on school achievement under the NCEA system. One study also explored the relationship between doing well at school and continuing on to industry training and non-degree provider-based study.
Both studies looked at students who left school in 2004. The analyses included a new measure that gives a sense of how well each student performed in the NCEA achievement standards. This measure, known as the ‘expected percentile’, looked at the results of each student in achievement standards – 'excellence', 'merit', 'achieved' or 'not achieved' – and combined them into a score on a scale of 0 to 100.

The analyses used regression on a dataset that linked the NCEA results to tertiary education enrolments and information on first-year degree-course completions and industry training.
Success at school leads on to tertiary study
The first report – Post-school choices – examined the association between how well students did at school and their decision to go on to tertiary study. The report found that higher NCEA results were strongly associated with students’ choosing bachelors-level study but more weakly associated with their going into industry training. The relationship between the NCEA results of school leavers and their participation in the various types of tertiary study is shown in the following graph.
Figure 5.24: School leavers by tertiary study type and highest NCEA level
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The link between success at school and enrolling for degree-level study is already well established through research. However, this report sheds new light on whether doing well at secondary school was as strongly associated with industry training and non-degree study at a tertiary education provider as it was with degree-level study.
The study found that, when other factors were controlled for, school leavers with NCEA Level 2 or 3 were equally likely to enter employment and start industry training as they were to commence employment without choosing to do further study. The study also found that school leavers with NCEA Level 2 were significantly more likely to choose industry training than those with Level 1. These results suggest that NCEA Level 2 provides a good base from which school leavers are able to enter industry training. This finding may be partly due to NCEA Level 2 being a prerequisite for entry into the Modern Apprenticeships scheme. There appeared to be no advantage to those intending to enter industry training in attaining NCEA Level 3.

Better results in NCEA standards were also associated with an increase in the likelihood of a school leaver choosing bachelors-level study rather than other post-school options. This is not surprising given it is common knowledge that higher-achieving students are more likely to study at bachelors level. 
Previous studies have found that students decide whether they will enter tertiary education very early on.  Leach and Zepke (2005); Nguyen and Taylor (2003); and Harker et al (2001) found that more than half of the secondary school students had made the decision to attend university in year 11 or even earlier. Therefore, it is possible that students who decide early in secondary school to study at degree level have a stronger motivation to perform well in NCEA.

In a series of supplementary fact sheets,
 Ussher further explored whether the performance of selected groups of students at school influenced their decision to enrol in tertiary study. These studies showed, after controlling for other factors, that:

· Māori male students were less likely than Māori female students to study at bachelors level. This was not the case for European and Asian students

· high-achieving Māori students were more likely than European and Asian high achievers to go on to industry training rather than bachelors-level study

· the decision of Māori males to study at bachelors level was more dependent on their gaining good NCEA results compared with Māori females

· gaining NCEA Level 2 did not increase the likelihood of students from low-decile schools entering industry training. By contrast, gaining NCEA Level 2 did increase the likelihood of students from higher-decile schools entering industry training
· the influence of peers was more strongly associated with the post-school choice of students from low-decile schools than it was for students from high-decile schools, and
· students whose studies involved a majority of unit standards were more likely to go into vocational-based tertiary education such as industry training and less likely to study at bachelors level than students who undertook more achievement-based standards.
Achievement in secondary school and tertiary study
The second report – How does achievement at school affect achievement in tertiary education? – focused mainly on degree study. And, as with the first report, it used the measure of the ‘expected percentile’ in the regression analysis.

The study found support for the relationship between NCEA school results and students’ first-year pass rates in tertiary study. The relationship was strongest for those enrolling in degrees and weaker for those enrolling at below-degree level.
For school leavers enrolling in bachelors degrees, a quarter of the variation in their first-year pass rates was explained by the expected percentile – the measure of the students’ NCEA results. The expected percentile for students who studied NCEA Level 3 had a moderate correlation with their first-year degree-course pass rates (r=0.4) as shown in Figure 5.25.
Figure 5.25: NCEA results partially predict the pass rate for first-year degree students
When school leavers with the same expected percentile were grouped together, the group’s average first-year degree-course pass rate could be determined almost entirely from the expected percentile (R2=0.9). This result is shown in Figure 5.26.
Figure 5.26: NCEA results closely predict the pass rate for groups of first-year degree students
Whether a student continued their tertiary study after their first year or not was less dependent on their school NCEA result than on whether or not they were studying full-time. The expected percentile and full-time study were the most important of all the factors tested and they explained 11 percent of the variation as to whether students continued their study or not after the first year. 
At the time of the study, in 2008, the dataset did not contain enough years of data to show how many of these students would go on to complete their bachelors degree. In future studies, the extra years of data will be able to provide a better indicator of tertiary achievement.

Field of study was the second largest predictor, after the expected percentile, of the first-year degree-course pass rate – with health, education and creative arts students more likely to pass all their first-year degree courses and business, engineering and science students less likely to pass all their courses. Field of study was not, however, a significant factor in predicting whether a student would discontinue studying in or after their first year of study. 

Students studying full-time for the full year were more likely to pass all their courses than part-time students. Full-time, full-year students were also significantly less likely to stop studying after their first year.

A student’s expected percentile, field of tertiary study and full-time/part-time status explained 31 percent of the variation in their first-year degree-course pass rates. The remaining factors in the model only explained a further 2 percent of the variation in these pass rates.
The study also explored the impacts of a number of other demographic and study-related factors. Students from state schools were more likely to pass all their first-year degree courses than students from private schools, but the effect was small. Students from single-sex schools also had a statistically significant lower likelihood of passing all their first-year degree courses than students from co-educational schools, but this effect was also small. In fact, this factor became insignificant when controlling for the gender of the student and whether the school was private or public. The likelihood of a student discontinuing study after their first year of tertiary study was not affected by whether a school was private or public, or single-sex or not.

Māori and Pasifika students were less likely to pass all their first-year degree courses than students from other ethnic groups even after controlling for their school results. Māori students were also more likely to discontinue their degree study after their first year. A subsequent study (Earle, 2008) went on to show that for students who studied at NCEA Level 3, the relationship between the students’ expected percentile and the passing of all first-year degree courses was slightly weaker for Māori than for the other ethnic groups.
Students undertaking business or science subjects at school were statistically more likely to pass all their first-year degree courses, after controlling for other factors, while those doing computing at school were less likely to pass all their courses. However, the magnitude of these effects was small. Studying humanities, arts and crafts, or engineering and technology at school did not influence the likelihood of passing all first-year degree courses. School subject was not a significant factor in whether a student discontinued their study in or after the first year of study.
Gender was not a significant factor in predicting whether or not a student passed all their first-year degree courses, but it was a statistically significant factor in the likelihood of a student discontinuing their study after the first year of tertiary study. Women were less likely than men to discontinue studying after their first year, after controlling for all other factors.
The number of years of secondary schooling, a student’s age, the decile of their school, and the size of their school were not significant factors in whether a  student passed all their first-year degree courses, after controlling for other factors.
The study suggests that the NCEA results are able to explain the relationship between a student’s performance at school and their pass rate in tertiary study reasonably well. The expected percentile measure provided a useful tool for analysing this relationship. For individual students, their NCEA results explained about a quarter of the variation in their first-year degree-course pass rate. When school leavers were grouped by their expected percentile, the group’s average first-year degree-course pass rate was able to be correctly estimated in 90 percent of the cases. The extent to which students’ NCEA results mattered using the expected percentile measure very closely mirrored studies conducted in the 1950s based on University Entrance, School Certificate, and other previous examination systems.

The influence of a student’s NCEA results on whether they discontinued their study in or after the first year of study was smaller, and secondary to full-time/part-time status.
Initial results also indicated that performance at school as measured by expected percentile appeared less important for non-degree-level study. Its influence on workplace-based outcomes is still to be tested. Both these areas remain the subject of future research, as does the question of the impact of secondary school performance on longer-term qualification completion and labour market outcomes.
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Key findings


Two reports1 published in 2008 reviewed the link between school leavers’ NCEA results and their tertiary education choices and how likely they were to pass their first-year courses when studying at bachelors level.  They found that:


NCEA results can be used to explain the relationships between performance at  school, the choice of tertiary study and students’ first-year pass rates at bachelors level reasonably well


how well a student did at school was the strongest influence on their choice of tertiary education and their first-year pass rate in degree-level study. Students with higher NCEA results were more likely to go on to bachelors-level study and pass their first-year courses than those with lower NCEA results


a student’s performance at school, although still a significant factor, had a weak influence on their decision to go into industry training or undertake certificate or diploma study


students who did well at school and studied full-time at degree level were more likely to pass their first-year courses. Students in health, education or creative arts degrees were also more likely than others to pass their first-year courses.





























�Ussher (2008a) and Scott (2008).


�Ussher (2008b, 2008c and 2008).


�See Scott (2008) pp 6-7 for a summary of these earlier studies.
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