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DEPARTMENT OF HIGHER
EDUCATION AND TRAINING

C
OHORT studies
enable throughput
and dropout rates
for specific cohorts
of students to be

determined and these provide
the most reliable indication of
student success in the higher
education system.

Cohort studies are the study
of first time entering
undergraduate students, who in
the data presented here, have
been tracked over a 10-year
period to determine the
percentages who have dropped
out from their studies or who
have completed their studies.

The purpose of extending the
study over a 10-year period is to
take cognisance of the distance
education method of educational
provisioning.

The DHET now has the ability
to regularly and reliably conduct
cohort studies and has recently
conducted 2000-2012 cohort
studies, focused on university
3- and 4-year undergraduate
programmes from which the data
in the tables below have been
drawn.

The three- and four-year
undergraduate programmes
included in the cohort study are
the National Diploma, Bachelor
of Technology, undergraduate
diplomas and certificates and
professional 1st bachelor
degrees.

In terms of the methodology
used for the DHET cohort
studies:
● Only South African students
are considered and the student’s
identity number is used to track
progress;

● If a student drops out from one
university and enters another
institution- then the student is not
treated as a dropout;
● Students who change courses
are not treated as dropouts; and,
● Students who dropout and
return at a later stage are
accounted for.

Is overall success in
the university system
improving? 

Attrition (dropout %) is one side
of the success coin.The other
side is throughput (graduate %).

An effective and efficient
system is one that retains the
students it admits and enables
as many students as possible to
complete their studies in
regulation time or as close to it
as possible, obviously without

compromising quality.

Dropout %
Cohort data show that:
● After 1 year of study, 31.5% of
the student cohort that entered
in 2000 had dropped out. For the
student cohort that entered in
2012, this figure had reduced to
19.1%;
● After 5 years of study, 44.3%
of the student cohort that
entered in 2000 had dropped
out. For the student cohort that
entered in 2009, this had
decreased to 29.9%; and
● After 10 years of study, 47.1%
of the student cohort that
entered in 2000 had dropped
out. For the student cohort that
entered in 2004, this had
decreased to 41%.

Clearly the system is
becoming more successful in
retaining students.

This is despite the greatly
increased numbers of student
enrolments, and the reported
increase in the number of
learners entering higher
education who are unprepared
or underprepared for higher
education studies.

Earlier cohort studies and
other analyses highlighted the
major problem of first-year
attrition, and the DHET and
other role-players have
implemented a range of
initiatives to specifically
address this problem including
increased NSFAS funding,
significant investment in
student housing, foundation
provision and teaching
development grant activities
such as first year experience
programmes, academic
development programmes,
tutorial and mentoring
programmes.

Graduate
Percentages
For 3- and 4-year contact
programmes in an efficient
system, one would expect by
year 5 that the majority of
students would have graduated

The table shows that for the
2000 cohort, 44.2% had
graduated after 5 years, while for
the 2009 cohort, 53.5% had
graduated after 5 years – an
increase of 9.3%.

While the increase does point
to an improving system, it can be
argued that a 53.5% graduation
percentage after 5 years for 3
and 4 year contact programmes
is not good enough.

The throughput is improving
for 3 and 4 year programmes,
but is still relatively low.

The system is getting
substantially better at retaining
students, but needs to more
effectively convert retention into
graduation in regulation time or
as close as possible thereto.

What strategies do we need
to put in place to increase the
regulation time graduate %, and
so enable students to exit the
system more efficiently? 

This will create capacity for
the system to accommodate
greater numbers of students.

This is an edited extract from
the Department of Higher

Education and Training’s study
titled “Are we making progress

with systemic structural
transformation of resourcing,
access, success, staffing and

researching in higher education:
What do the data say?”

The full study can be found at
www.het.gov.za/summit
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