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Summary
Introduction 

This report provides the first comprehensive cohort-based analysis on the rates of qualification completion, retention and progression of students in formal tertiary study in New Zealand. It analyses what percentage of students starting a qualification will successfully complete it, what percentage will leave study without completing it and how many will progress to further study after completing a qualification.

This information is important for a number of reasons. It provides indicators:

· of the rate at which New Zealand’s tertiary education system produces qualifications and skills 

· of the internal efficiency and quality of the tertiary education system, while recognising that there are many factors outside of the system that will impact on outcomes and that retention and completion are not always good markers of quality and that these factors need to be read in the context of other indicators

· of value for money, that is, how well New Zealand’s investment in tertiary education is contributing to gains in qualifications and skills

· of how experiences and outcomes vary for and between different groups of students over time 

· of how the New Zealand tertiary education system performs in comparison with other countries in the context of a global knowledge economy, and

· that can help shape decision-making for a range of purposes, including government strategy, policy development and investment, provider practice and development, and student decision-making.

Statistics on rates of retention, completion and progression have not previously been available in New Zealand. This is currently changing with the collection of course completion data from 2002, and the introduction of a national student number from 2003, which will provide the opportunity to more readily analyse rates in the future.

Many countries overseas collect and report information on rates of retention and completion, although there are a number of variations in the concepts used. OECD measures provide the only consistent international comparisons, but are not able to provide true longitudinal cohort-based measures. 

Overall Sector Retention, Completion and Progression Rates

An estimated 40 percent of domestic students starting a qualification in 1998 had completed after five years.  Fifty-one percent of those who started a qualification in 1998 had left without completing it five years later, and nine percent were still studying towards it five years later. 

Domestic Students at Public Providers in 1998
By end of 2002 (5 years later) percentage that 


Successfully Complete
Still be studying towards completion
Leave without Completing

Domestic students starting any qualification
40%
9%
51%

Domestic students starting their first qualification
37%
5%
57%

All domestic students (starting or continuing)
49%
8%
43%

In the wider context, students successfully compete courses at a much higher rate than qualifications, and many leave study (in particular, in times of higher employment), with only one or two courses left to complete for their qualification. Other students will enrol for a qualification, but abandon it once they have met their objectives, which may be passing only two or three courses. To that extent, if a high proportion of students do not complete their qualifications, this can not necessarily be read as a system failure.

New Zealand’s lifelong approach to tertiary learning, relatively open access to enrolment, and easy access to student loans, have tended to increase the number of students with a focus on part-time course-based study, and those trying to combine work with study. This is borne out in other countries, which have higher academic entry requirements, more full-time study, and less access to student support. Recent statistics in Britain show that the institutions with the highest drop-out rates were also the ones that generally excelled at attracting students from under-represented groups.
 That is, completion goals can not be viewed in isolation from access goals.

In terms of progression, 15 percent of domestic students who completed a qualification in 2001 progressed to a higher level qualification 2002. Just under 24 percent continued study in a qualification of the same level or lower in 2002. The remaining nearly 62 percent left tertiary study in the following year.

Domestic Students Completing in Public or Private Providers in 2001
Percentage in 2002 that


Continue Study at a Higher Level
Continue Study at the Same Level or Lower
Leave Study

Students completing any qualification
15%
24%
62%

Totals do not add due to rounding.

Five-year completion rates are not available for private providers, but after three years the completion rate at private providers was 32 percent, compared with 27 percent for public providers. While completion rates were higher after three years at private providers, retention rates were higher at public providers. Students complete faster at private providers, but more of them eventually complete at public providers. This is in part because a higher proportion of students study full-time at private providers than at public providers, and so take a shorter time to complete.

International students also have higher completion rates but similar retention rates as domestic students (after three years). Again, this can be largely accounted for by the fact that around 71 percent of international students are studying full-time compared with 47 percent of domestic students. 

Students Starting a Qualification in 2000
By end of 2002 (3 years later) percentage that


Successfully Complete
Still be studying towards completion
Leave without Completing

Domestic students (public and private)
29%
15%
56%

International students (public and private)
33%
11%
56%

Public Providers (domestic students only)
27%
19%
54%

Private Providers (domestic students only)
32%
3%
65%

Overall 15 percent of domestic students completing a qualification in 2001 went on to further study in 2002. Progression rates to higher level study in 2002 were twice as high for students at public providers than at private providers. This is not surprising given that less than five percent of qualifications at private providers are above diploma level. 

Students Completing a Qualification in 2001
Percentage in 2002 that


Continue Study at a Higher Level
Continue Study at the Same Level or Lower
Leave Study

Public Providers (domestic students only)
17%
24%
60%

Private Providers (domestic students only)
8%
23%
69%

All Providers (domestic students only)
15%
24%
62%

Retention, Completion and Progression by Qualification Level

Retention and completion rates by qualification level improve the higher the level studied. Despite requiring the shortest time to complete, certificate completion rates are the lowest of any level studied. This may in part reflect differing academic abilities of students at different levels. This may also in part reflect the fact that proportionately more students at sub-degree level are studying part-time, and have work, family or other commitments. Further, a number of students starting a certificate ending up transferring to and completing a diploma or degree.

Domestic Students Starting a Qualification at Public Providers in 1998 by Qualification Level
By end of 2002 (5 years later) percentage that


Successfully Complete
Still be studying towards completion
Leave without Completing

Certificates
30%
4%
66%

Diplomas
32%
4%
64%

Degrees
46%
7%
47%

Postgraduate Certificates/Diploma
49%
1%
50%

Honours/Masters
59%
2%
39%

Doctorates (5-year – 1998 students)
26%
23%
51%

Doctorates (estimated long-term)
54%-57%
0%
43%-46%

All Levels
40%
9%
51%

All Levels include students who change qualification level whereas rates for individual levels do not. 

Progression to higher level study is highest for students completing certificates (at 17 percent). Around 15 percent of students completing degrees progress to higher level study, while 13 percent of students completing a diploma go on to higher level study. Around six percent of students completing an honours or masters degree go on to doctorate study.

Domestic Students Completing a Qualification in 2001 by Qualification Level Completed
Percentage in 2002 enrolled at a


Higher Level
Same Level
Lower Level

Certificates
17%
25%
-

Diplomas
13%
14%
9%

Degrees
15%
11%
10%

Postgraduate Certificates/Diploma
13%
7%
11%

Honours/Masters
6%
12%
19%

Doctorates
-
2%
11%

All Levels
15%
18%
6%

The mix of qualification levels and the nature of qualifications offered varies significantly from one type of provider to another, and hence needs to be considered when making comparisons between types of providers. For example, a diploma offered at a university may, in many cases be quite different from a diploma offered at a polytechnic, even though they are at the same level. The same applies to postgraduate certificates or diplomas.

Other factors such as part-time study, the propensity of students to take a break, academic preparedness, academic entry requirements, and other differences amongst students will also affect rates and make comparisons between provider types problematic.  Adjustment for these factors is not made in this report. In most cases however, comparisons are made by qualification level. Nonetheless, care is needed in drawing inferences from these comparisons.

Time in Study

After adjusting for breaks in study, 44 percent of domestic students at public providers in 1998 were enrolled in more than one year at certificate level. But when this was further adjusted for those working part-time, just 9 percent were enrolled in more than one year at certificate level. That is, if these same students were studying full-time without a break, only 9 percent would have enrolled in more than one year.

By contrast, 33 percent of domestic students starting a degree in 1998 were enrolled more than three years. If they were enrolled full-time continuously (ie without breaks) 13 percent would have enrolled in more than three years.

The average length of time a student spent in study between 1998 and 2002, if they all were studying full-time without a break, was 1 year and 1 month. 

Qualification Level
Total years enrolled between 1998 and 2002*
Percentage of all domestic students who started at this level in 1998
Total continuous equivalent full-time years enrolled between 1998 and 2002
Percentage of all domestic students who started at this level in 1998

Certificates
>1
44%
>1
9%

Diplomas
>2
22%
>2
5%

Degrees
>3
33%
>3
13%

Postgrad Cert/Dips
>2
17%
>2
0%

Honours/Masters
>2
27%
>2
13%

Doctorates
>4
43%
>4
17%

Average all Students
2 years 0 months
1 year 1 month

* Number of years enrolled regardless of how long during the year the student was enrolled for

Retention, Completion and Progression by Sub-Sector

Completion rates are highest at colleges of education. In particular, college of education completion rates are high at degree level, where 65 percent of students complete, over 1.4 times the rate for universities. This is, perhaps, to be expected given the specialised nature of provision at these institutions. 

Polytechnics have the lowest completion rates at sub-degree level, but the highest completion rate for postgraduate certificates and diplomas. This may in part be due to the fact that polytechnics in general, offer fewer and more vocational focussed courses than universities
, and so rates may be reflecting a more specialised group of students receiving more specialised training. In addition, the data used in this report does not capture a number of qualification completions where the student has been enrolled at a tertiary institution, but where the qualification has been awarded by a non-institution organisation (for example, NZQA or an ITO). This will tend to under-represent completion rates at in particular, polytechnics and private providers.

Domestic Students Starting a Qualification by Sub-Sector
Percentage of Students Successfully Completed by end of 2002 by Qualification Level


Certif-icates
Diplomas
Degrees
Postgrad Cert/Dips
Honours/ Masters
Doctorates 
All Levels

five-year rates (1998 starters)








Universities
28%
41%
45%
49%
59%
26%
45%

Polytechnics
30%
25%
40%
61%
58%

31%

Colleges of Education
36%
37%
65%

13%

52%

Wänanga
30%
38%
30%

16%

39%

Public Providers
30%
32%
46%
49%
59%
26%
40%

three-year rates (2000 starters)








Public Providers 
28%
26%
22%
41%
50%
4%
27%

Private Providers
28%
41%
41%
90%
34%

32%

All Providers
28%
30%
23%
49%
50%
4%
29%

Note: Rates based on fewer than 30 students are excluded.

All Levels include students who change qualification level whereas rates for individual levels do not. 

Wänanga have grown significantly since 2001. One-year retention and completion rates from 1998 to 2001 have also increased significantly.
 One-year retention for wänanga students in 1998 was 35 percent. By 2001, this rate had climbed to 78 percent.

This provides some evidence that the recent growth in first-time students in wänanga is leading to further study in tertiary education for these students. One-year retention for 2001 students studying certificates at wänanga, at 78 percent, was significantly above other sub-sectors. With proportionately more part-time study at wänanga, longer-term data is needed before completion rates for this recent growth can be better determined. 

Domestic Students Starting a Certificate in 2001
by Sub-Sector
Percentage completed or still enrolled in 2002
Percentage completed by end of 2001
Percentage of Completers progressing in 2002 to study in


1-year 

retention rate
1-year
 completion rate
Diplomas
Degrees

Universities
35%
25%
11%
19%

Polytechnics
57%
27%
10%
7%

Colleges of Education
38%
23%
8%
17%

Wänanga
78%
25%
13%
9%

Private Providers
52%
30%
5%
4%

Of all students completing a qualification at a wänanga in 2001, 26 percent were studying at a higher level in 2002. This compares with 18 percent for universities, 16 percent for polytechnics, 10 percent for colleges of education and eight percent for private providers. 

Of those completing certificates in 2001, wänanga have the highest rate of progression to diploma level study, at 13 percent. However, universities and colleges of education have the highest progression from certificates to degrees at 19 percent and 17 percent respectively. Wänanga have the highest rate of progression from diplomas to degrees (around 30 percent). The percentage of wänanga students completing certificates or diplomas in 2001 and studying at the same or a lower level in 2002 is also the highest for any sub-sector. 

Domestic Students Completing a Qualification in 2001 by Sub-Sector
Percentage Enrolled in Higher Level Study in 2002 by Qualification Level Completed in 2001


Certif-icates
Diplomas
Degrees
Postgrad Cert/Dips
Honours/ Masters
Doctorates 
All Levels

Universities
32%
18%
18%
14%
6%
-
18%

Polytechnics
18%
15%
4%
7%
0%
-
16%

Colleges of Education
29%
12%
4%


-
10%

Wänanga
24%
32%
12%


-
26%

Public Providers
21%
17%
15%
14%
6%
-
17%

Private Providers
9%
5%
7%
5%
0%
-
8%

All Providers
17%
13%
15%
13%
6%
-
15%

Note: Rates based on fewer than 30 students are excluded.

Retention, Completion and Progression by Ethnic Group

Of domestic students, Asian students have the highest completion rates over all levels (52 percent), while at 31 percent, Pasifika students have the lowest rates of completion. At levels below degree level, Mäori completion rates are similar to Asian (36 percent), but at higher levels, Mäori completion rates are much lower than those of other ethnic groups. In particular, at the postgraduate level, Mäori have the lowest completion rates of any ethnic group.

Pasifika rates of completion are the lowest of any group at degree level and below. Although similar at certificate level to Päkehä students, Pasifika completion rates are nine percent lower than those of Asian and Mäori students at sub-degree level.

While Asian students have the highest completion rates over all levels of study, Mäori have the highest rates of retention, and therefore lowest attrition at levels below degree level. This is in part because of the higher proportion of part-time Mäori students. At degree level however, Mäori retention is the lowest – 51 percent have neither completed or are still enrolled after five years, 7 percent lower than Päkehä/Other students and 17 percent lower than Asian students. At degree level, Pasifika students' retention is similar to Mäori students. 

Domestic Students Starting a Qualification 
in 1998 at Public Providers
Percentage of Students Successfully Completed by end of 2002 by Qualification Level


Certif-icates
Diplomas
Degrees
Postgrad Cert/Dips
Honours/ Masters
Doctorates
All Levels

Mäori
36%
35%
39%
42%
50%
16%
45%

Pasifika
29%
26%
33%
44%
53%

31%

Asian
38%
35%
55%
49%
66%
33%
52%

Päkehä/Other
29%
32%
47%
50%
58%
26%
39%

All Students
30%
32%
46%
49%
59%
26%
40%

Note: Rates based on fewer than 30 students are excluded.

All Levels include students who change qualification level whereas rates for individual levels do not. 

Over all qualification levels, Mäori have the highest rates of progression; 48 percent of those completing a qualification will continue studying (to higher, same or lower levels) in the following year. Around 17 percent of Mäori students completing a qualification in 2001 progressed to a higher level, slightly lower than the rate for Asian students (18 percent) but higher than for other groups. 

Pasifika have comparable rates of progression for those completing degrees or lower, but progression for those completing postgraduate qualifications is the lowest of any group. Asian students have the highest rate of progression to higher levels for those completing degrees, or postgraduate certificates or diplomas.

Domestic Students Completing a Qualification in 2001
Percentage Enrolled in Higher Level Study in 2002 by Qualification Level Completed in 2001


Certif-icates
Diplomas
Degrees
Postgrad Cert/Dips
Honours/ Masters
Doctorates
All Levels

Mäori
17%
19%
14%
15%
6%
-
17%

Pasifika
16%
16%
16%
8%
3%
-
15%

Asian
19%
18%
19%
26%
5%
-
18%

Päkehä/Other
16%
11%
14%
10%
6%
-
14%

All Students
17%
13%
15%
13%
6%
-
15%

Mäori are more likely to progress to higher study from a wänanga, and least likely from a private provider (27 percent compared eight percent). By contrast, Pasifika and Asian students are more likely to progress to higher level study from a university (and least likely from a private provider). Along with increased retention and completion rates, this indicates that recent wänanga initiatives which have acted to significantly increase Mäori participation in tertiary education, also initially appear successful in providing some pathway into further study.

Retention, Completion and Progression by Gender

Women are more likely to successfully complete a tertiary qualification than men. For degree level qualifications and below, the rate at which men complete is between six and nine percent lower than the rate for women. However, the gap narrows at postgraduate level. For example, while five-year completion rates for doctorates are higher for men than women, estimated final completion rates are about the same (estimated 57 percent for women compared with 56 percent for men).

Domestic Students Starting a Qualification in 1998 at Public Providers
Percentage of Students Successfully Completed by end of 2002 by Qualification Level


Certif-icates
Diplomas
Degrees
Postgrad Cert/Dips
Honours/ Masters
Doctorates
All Levels

Females
35%
34%
49%
51%
59%
23%
44%

Males
26%
28%
41%
47%
58%
29%
35%

All Students
30%
32%
46%
49%
59%
26%
40%

All Levels include students who change qualification level whereas rates for individual levels do not. 

Progression rates for men and women are similar across most sub-sectors and qualification levels.

Domestic Students Completing a Qualification in 2001
Percentage Enrolled in Higher Level Study in 2002 by Qualification Level Completed in 2001


Certif-icates
Diplomas
Degrees
Postgrad Cert/Dips
Honours/ Masters
Doctorates
All Levels

Females
19%
13%
14%
12%
6%
-
16%

Males
16%
13%
16%
15%
5%
-
15%

All Students
17%
13%
15%
13%
6%
-
15%

Retention, Completion and Progression by Age Group

Students under 25 have higher completion rates across all levels, in particular, at degree level, where students under 25 are nearly 1.5 times as likely to complete as students over 25. This is in part due to the fact that older students are more likely to be studying part-time, and combining study with work or family commitments. However, the difference is less for diploma qualifications, both undergraduate and postgraduate, where students under 25 are only slightly more likely (1.1 times) to complete than students of older ages. 

Domestic Students Starting a Qualification in 1998 at Public Providers by Age Group
Percentage of Students Successfully Completed by end of 2002 by Qualification Level


Certif-icates
Diplomas
Degrees
Postgrad Cert/Dips
Honours/ Masters
Doctorates
All Levels

15-17
39%
29%
59%



44%

18-24
35%
35%
52%
51%
62%
34%
47%

25-39
28%
30%
37%
48%
58%
26%
35%

40 and over
25%
31%
36%
50%
49%
18%
32%

All Students
30%
32%
46%
49%
59%
26%
40%

All Levels include students who change qualification level whereas rates for individual levels do not. 

Domestic Students Completing a Qualification in 2001
Percentage Enrolled in Higher Level Study in 2002 by Qualification Level Completed in 2001


Certif-icates
Diplomas
Degrees
Postgrad Cert/Dips
Honours/ Masters
Doctorates
All Levels

15-17
13%
5%



-
12%

18-24
22%
15%
16%
11%
5%
-
17%

25-39
16%
13%
12%
14%
6%
-
14%

40 and over
12%
13%
11%
12%
5%
-
12%

All Students
17%
13%
15%
13%
6%
-
15%

Note: Rates based on fewer than 30 students are excluded.

International Comparisons

Fair international comparisons are problematic because of the significant education system differences, including financial access, academic entry, qualification content and completion standards, and data measurement and definitional differences. 

These differences not withstanding, OECD comparisons show New Zealand to be above or near OECD averages in graduation rates. New Zealand's graduation rate of 40 percent compares with 42 percent in Australia, 37 percent in Britain, 30 percent for the OECD mean. 

OECD
Type B
 Programmes
All Type A Programmes
Advanced research programmes

Australia

42.0%
1.3%

New Zealand
17.0%
40.2%
0.9%

Ireland
19.0%
29.3%
0.9%

France
17.9%
25.0%
0.9%

Britain
11.5%
37.4%
0.1%

United States


1.3%

OECD
11.0%
30.3%
1.1%

In order to achieve comparability across countries, the OECD is obliged to use indicators that are not the best measures of completion and retention that are possible. Measures of retention and completion used in Australia, Britain and the US are each different, and so can not be directly compared to each other or to New Zealand rates as used in this report. Further work is required to reconstruct New Zealand rates using the various definitions used in each country.

Future Work

This is the first time such a study has been undertaken in New Zealand. While the results provide valuable new information on tertiary education outcomes in New Zealand, the results are still estimates, and don’t cover the whole sector, or provide reliable data at provider level. The study is focused on qualifications and doesn’t include analysis at a course level, and is limited in scope of the fields analysed.

Most importantly, none of the rates used in the study have been adjusted. In particular, no adjustment has been made for part-time study and its effect on length of study and rates of completion. While most rates in the study have been disaggregated by qualification level, total rates have not been adjusted for qualification level. Neither have rates been adjusted for the different study characteristics or academic backgrounds of different groups. This requires the reader to be careful when making comparisons between groups, as particular differences between groups may impact on the fairness of such comparisons.

A number of areas have been identified for future reports. These include:

· The use of national student number (a unique national student identifier introduced in 2003) for future matching, and as a later check on the match results obtained in this study.

· Adjustment for part-time study using the students EFTS value.

· Adjustment and analysis of rates to allow for breaks in study.

· Investigation into retention, completion and progression in other parts of the tertiary education sector.

· Development of robust methods to construct New Zealand rates in such a way to allow fair comparisons with the definitions used in other countries.

· Inclusion of course-based rates and the interaction between course completion and qualification completion.







� The Times Higher Education Supplement, No. 1,619, December 12, 2003.


� This figures does not capture those students who have taken a break in 2002, and who may return to further study in the future.


� There are obvious exceptions to this, for example with medical postgraduate courses in universities.


� A one-year retention rate is the percentage of a cohort of students who have successfully completed or are still enrolled one year later. Similarly, one-year completion refers to the percentage of a cohort of students who have successfully completed one year later.


� OECD tertiary data is based on study at ISCED levels 5 and 6. ISCED level 5 represents study at diploma, degree, and postgraduate level (excluding doctorate). Level 6 represents doctorate level study. Type A represents more academically or theoretically based study, while Type B represents more vocationally-oriented study.
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