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Foreword 

It is my pleasure to present to you the fourth issue of the cohort studies for the university 

sector: 2000 to 2016 First Time Entering Undergraduate Cohort Studies for Public higher 

Education Institutions.  The previous similar reports published by the Department of Higher 

Education and Training can be found on the departmentôs website at www.dhet.gov.za 

The report provides a national study of the dropout and throughput rates of the sector and 

serves as an important resource for the Department in terms of its monitoring and evaluation 

functions.  This report enables the Department to understand the dropout and throughput rates 

across universities, as one set of data analytics, to assist it in determining interventions to 

improve success of students at universities.  

When looking at the various tables across timelines it is clear that there has been an 

improvement in the throughput rate. The national cohort study, which includes all qualification 

types, has been disaggregated down to contact and distance mode of tuition.  In addition each 

of the 3 qualifications types; 3 year diplomas, 3 year degrees and 4 (or more) year degrees 

have been disaggregated down to contact and distance mode of tuition. This disaggregation 

makes visible some nuanced patterns and highlights areas that must be addressed. 

Specifically the department is concerned about the poor throughput rates of the diploma 

students and students who have studied through the distance mode of tuition. 

The report also disaggregates the studies according to population group and gender, with 

female students outperforming their male counterparts in virtually all the cohort studies. The 

Department is concerned about differentiated success across various population groups, in 

particular that of the African and Coloured students.  All institutions need to invest in data 

analytics to better understand their student dropout and throughput rates by population group 

and gender and to identify productive interventions to improve the efficiency of the higher 

education system.  

This year a study of the students enrolled on qualifications approved for foundation 

provisioning has been included in this report. 

I am pleased to see how the NSFAS funding for poor students has influenced their throughput 

rate, with the NSFAS cohort study reflecting that their performance is significantly better than 

that of the national cohort which includes all students. 

The Department has decided to hold a national seminar on the cohort studies in 2019, to 

discuss the findings and to engage institutions on ways in which these, together with their own 

studies, can be utilised to develop evidence based solutions for improving student success. 

The Department will update this report annually and will aim to include more disaggregation 

in the report such as that of contact and distance mode of tuition. 

 

Mr GF Qonde 
Director-General: Department of Higher Education and Training 
Pretoria, South Africa  

http://www.dhet.gov.za/
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1. 2000 to 2016 FIRST TIME ENTERING COHORT STUDIES 

1.1. Introduction 

During the period 1986 to 1998 the former Department of Education collected data on student 

enrolments, graduates and full time equivalents from the public higher education institutions 

in the form of aggregated tables known as the South African Post-Secondary Education 

(SAPSE) system.  The shortcomings and limitations of the SAPSE system were identified in 

a review undertaken in May 1998. One of the major problems identified in that review was the 

difficulty experienced when accessing and manipulating the SAPSE data.1 

In 2000 the new Higher Education Management Information system (HEMIS) was introduced.  

A benefit of the new system is the Departmentôs ability to undertake more flexible analysis of 

the data.2  

The White Paper for Post School Education and Training states ñimprovement of 

undergraduate throughput rates is a key strategy for increasing graduate outputs, for providing 

the skills needed by the economy, and for ensuring  that larger numbers of students are 

available  for postgraduate studyò.3 

Following the publication of the White Paper, the Department made a decision to undertake 

cohort studies that will be updated on an annual basis to track the throughput rates of 

university students. These cohort studies will enable the Department to monitor the 

performance third in a series of annual cohort studies that will be published on the 

Departmentôs website. The focus here is on the 2000 to 2016 first time entering cohorts of 

South African students into undergraduate degrees and diplomas. The data presented 

enables a comparison of contact and distance education dropouts and throughputs, as well 

as comparisons by gender and population group.  

1.2. HEMIS Data Collection 

HEMIS collects unit record data rather than aggregated or tabular data. Universities are 

required to submit audited data to the Department in a specified format by the 31st July each 

year for the prior academic year.  This enables universities to identify all their graduates for 

the prior year having completing their final examinations and where applicable supplementary 

examinations and to audit their data before submission to the Department. The data submitted 

to the Department are a subset of the data from the universitiesô production database. 

The Department has provided the universities with PC software which enables them to validate 

their data and correct critical errors prior to submitting to the Department.  The Universities 

are required to have their data audited by their external auditors before submitting to the 

Department at the 31st July each year.  Once the department receives the final audited data, 

further validations and checks are undertaken before aggregated tables data are published.  

                                                           
1 A new higher education statistical reporting system for staff and students ς a concept paper, Department of Education, March 1999. p. 3 
2 A new higher education statistical reporting system for staff and students ς a concept paper, Department of Education, March 1999. P. 8 
3 DHET (2013) White Paper for Post-Education and Training: Building an expanded, effective and integrated post-school system. Pretoria: 

Department of Higher Education and Training p. 33 
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1.3. Methodology  

Cohort studies are the study of first time entering undergraduate students, who are tracked 

over a 10 year period to determine the percentage of students that 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.  

Records are extracted from the HEMIS database for the base year data and filtered to only 

render the first-time entering undergraduate students. This includes students enrolled for three 

and four year undergraduate programmes.  Only South African citizens are tracked, all the 

records containing non-valid South African National Identity numbers are removed from the 

dataset.  The South African Identity number is used to track the progress of students. 

The data for the base year consist of data fields for race, gender, field of study, graduation 

status, qualification type and the South African Identity number. Subsequent years do not 

need all these fields and only includes graduation status, qualification type and South African 

Identity number. It is assumed that the other fields remain the same throughout the study. 

The second level of data cleaning is eliminating duplicate South African Identity numbers. The 

records are evaluated according to the following logic; 

¶ The graduation status reflects a finish within the logical period of three years or four 

years depending upon the qualification type, not earlier.  An earlier finish indicates a 

non-first-time entering student that was wrongfully enrolled as a first-time entering 

student and the record is removed from the tracking process. 

¶ Where there are multiple fields of study, one is selected by choice should both records 

seem legitimate. 

 
The third level of data cleaning looks at the multiple graduation status. Records are cleaned 

by removing the graduations after the first graduation status. This is to eliminate multiple 

graduation counts and false dropout counts. 

The dataset is now ready for the calculations to be done. The calculations are done for all 

qualification types combined (three and four year qualifications) first and then it is done for the 

three and four year qualifications separately.  

Dropouts are calculated by counting all the blank fields from one year in the table. Blank fields 

represent no student record and are regarded as a dropout. The total number of graduates in 

prior years has to be subtracted from this total to get the final dropout number.  The difference 

between the sum of dropouts + graduates will be students who are still studying. 

If a student drops out from one university and enters another institution then the student is not 

treated as a dropout. A student who changes courses is not treated as a dropout and a student 

who dropouts and returns at a later stage is accounted for in the study, and is not counted as 

a dropout. 

The study on the students who were enrolled on qualifications approved for Foundation 

Provisioning are tracked irrespective if they moved on to a mainstream programme. 



14 
 

For the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) cohort study, data from NSFAS are 

matched with the filtered HEMIS data following the same criteria as with the mainstream 

cohort. The year in which the student received the loan does not influence the cohort, neither 

the number of years the student received a loan. All first time entering undergraduate students, 

who received a loan during their studies, are tracked, irrespective of the loan year or number 

of years.  

During 2003 to 2005 the public higher education landscape underwent a transformation with 

the merger of a number of institutions taking place. During this process the number of public 

higher education institutions decreased to 23. At this time there were instances where course 

codes and entrance categories were changed and South African Identity numbers were not 

useable. In this study these records were taken out of the equation. 

In 2013, two new universities, Sol Plaatje University (SPU) in the Northern Cape Province and 

the University of Mpumalanga (UMP) in Mpumalanga Province, were established as 

comprehensive universities with their first intake of students in 2014. A third comprehensive 

university, Sefako Makgatho Health Sciences University (SMU) was established in 2014, and 

opened its doors in 2015 to its first cohort of students.  The MEDUNSA campus of the 

University of Limpopo was incorporated into SMU. The first cohorts of SPU and UMP are 

included in the 2014 first time entering cohorts and the first cohorts of SMU are included in 

the 2015 first time entering cohorts. 

1.4. Cohort Studies covered in this report 

This report covers the 2000 to 2016 national undergraduate cohort studies for public higher 

education institutions. Section 2 presents the national cohort studies for all undergraduate 

diplomas and degrees, and then disaggregates these to enable a comparison between 

dropouts and throughputs for contact and distance tuition. Section 3 of the report considers 

the national cohort studies for 3 year diplomas, combining contact and distance tuition, and 

then disaggregating by gender and population group. Section 4 of the report considers the 

national cohort studies for 3 year degrees, combining contact and distance tuition, and then 

disaggregating by gender and population group. Section 5 of the report considers the national 

cohort studies for 4 year (or more) degrees, also combining contact and distance tuition, and 

then disaggregating by gender and population group. Section 6 considers the national cohort 

studies for specific qualifications, such as the MBChB for medical doctors, as well as major 

fields of study. Section 7 considers the national cohort studies for students who were 

registered on qualifications approved for foundation provisioning. Section 8 considers the 

national cohort studies for students who have received NSFAS funding.  The final section 

provides an overview analysis of the cohort data presented and concludes the report.  
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2. NATIONAL COHORT STUDIES FOR ALL 

UNDERGRADUATE DEGREES AND DIPLOMAS IN 

CONTACT AND DISTANCE MODE 

 

 

2.1. Introduction 

This section provides an overview of the cumulative national dropout and throughput for the 

cohorts entering into undergraduate diplomas and degrees from 2000 to 2016. These include 

3 year diplomas and degrees, 4 year degrees as well as any undergraduate degrees such as 

the MBChB which normally take up to 6 years to complete. This includes all diplomas and 

degrees offered in contact and distance mode. Using the methodology described in the first 

section of the report, all first time entering South African undergraduate diploma and degree 

students entering in the years from 2000 through to 2016 are tracked. The numbers of first 

time entering students are first presented, followed by cohort tables showing the combined 

overall dropouts and graduates for the cohorts covered. These are then disaggregated into 

contact and distance mode.  

2.2. First time entering numbers 

Table 1 on the next page reflects the actual number of first time entering (FTEN) 

undergraduate South African students tracked in the national cohort studies. It can be seen 

that the number of FTEN students increased from 98 095 in 2000 to 141 850 in 2016.                                     
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Table 1: Total first time entering undergraduate numbers 

TOTAL FIRST TIME ENTERING UNDERGRADUATE             

    2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

African Female 30685 35489 38974 41093 39567 36461 38310 45089 47357 53931 57592 64529 63163 52713 55553 54966 57043 

  Male 27679 31061 34213 36507 36258 32214 32932 38451 37441 41348 43190 46369 46761 43067 45403 45117 48020 

  Total 58364 66550 73187 77600 75825 68675 71242 83540 84798 95279 100782 110898 109924 95780 100956 100083 105063 

Coloured Female 3355 3826 4832 5306 5204 4705 5564 5551 5609 6422 6271 6485 5654 5870 6098 6158 6362 

  Male 2837 3103 3750 4097 3932 3541 3643 3645 3624 4066 3956 3889 3627 3599 3750 3539 3826 

  Total 6192 6929 8582 9403 9136 8246 9207 9196 9233 10488 10227 10374 9281 9469 9848 9697 10188 

Indian Female 3913 4187 5146 5212 5485 5462 5116 4372 4691 5090 4958 4749 3587 4123 5085 4125 3280 

  Male 3153 3546 4004 4055 3949 4153 3611 3431 3596 3748 3521 3375 2496 2843 3604 2954 2612 

  Total 7066 7733 9150 9267 9434 9615 8727 7803 8287 8838 8479 8124 6083 6966 8689 7079 5892 

White Female 13944 15419 17151 16770 16507 15120 16367 15842 14942 15992 15551 15177 13672 13291 13267 12907 11490 

  Male 12529 13648 14875 14467 14921 13655 13924 13769 12716 13438 12848 12356 11052 10579 10264 10000 9217 

  Total 26473 29067 32026 31237 31428 28775 30291 29611 27658 29430 28399 27533 24724 23870 23531 22907 20707 

Total Female 51897 58921 66103 68381 66763 61748 65357 70854 72599 81435 84372 90940 86076 75997 80003 78156 78175 

  Male 46198 51358 56842 59126 59060 53563 54110 59296 57377 62600 63515 65989 63936 60088 63021 61610 63675 

  Total 98095 110279 122945 127507 125823 115311 119467 130150 129976 144035 147887 156929 150012 136085 143024 139766 141850 
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2.3. Cumulative national dropout and throughput rates for undergraduate 

degrees and diplomas  

Table 2 below shows the dropout and throughput rate of the 2000 to 2016 first time entering 

undergraduate cohorts for all 3 to 6 year undergraduate qualifications for contact and distance 

tuition.   

Table 2: National total % dropout and graduates for 3 to 6 year undergraduate 
qualifications 

 

 
Note:  Data not available - requires data from 2018 academic year and onwards.  2018 data available October 2019 
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Table 2 includes both contact and distance mode of tuition. It should be noted that students 

undertaking their tuition by distance mode will take longer to complete their qualifications as 

they do not normally take a full course load each year.  It is for this reason that 10 years of 

data is required to get an accurate picture of the throughput of a cohort. 

In the section of Table 2 that shows dropouts (%), it can be seen that in 2001 (year 2) 31.5% 

of the 2000 first time entering cohort had dropped out after their first year of study and by 2009 

(year 10) 47.1% of this cohort had dropped out.   

For the 2008 first time entering cohort the dropout rate after the first year of study has improved 

with 24.5% of the first time entering cohort having dropped out from their studies after the first 

year and by 2017 (year 10) 34.6% of this cohort had dropped out. 

The throughput rate (% of graduates) after 10 years for the 2000 and 2007 first time entering 

cohort has improved from 45.9% to 58.0%. The difference between the dropouts and 

graduates in year 10 could be students still in progress but this cannot be determined until the 

2018 audited data from universities are available.  

2.4. Cumulative national dropout and throughput rates for undergraduate 

degrees and diplomas through contact mode 

Table 3 below shows the dropout and throughput rate of the 2000 to 2016 first time entering 

undergraduate cohorts for all 3 to 6 year undergraduate qualifications by contact tuition. 

Table 3: National total % dropout and graduates for 3 to 6 year undergraduate 
qualifications in contact tuition 
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Note:  Data not available - requires data from 2018 academic year and onwards.  2018 data available October 2019 

In the section of Table 3 indicated as dropouts (%) it can be seen that in 2001 (year 2) 23.6% 

of the 2000 first time entering cohort had dropped out after their first year of study and by 2009 

(year 10) 42.0% of the cohort had dropped out.  In comparison the 2008 first time entering 

cohort saw an improvement in the dropout rate with 16.6% of the first time entering cohort 

having dropped out after their first year of study and 27.7% having dropped out after year 10. 

In section of the table showing graduates (%) it is noted that there has been a slight 

improvement in the throughput rate after year 3 between the 2000 and 2008 cohorts; from 

18.8% to 19.3%. Considering that this table includes qualifications with a minimum duration of 

3 and 4 years and that the MBChB for medical doctors has a duration of 6 years it is noted 

there has been substantial improvement in the throughput rate from 49.3 % of the 2000 cohort 

graduating after year 6 to 61.4% and 66.1% of the 2008 and 2012 cohorts respectively 

graduating after year 6. 

2.5. Cumulative national dropout and throughput rates for undergraduate 3 

year diplomas through contact mode 

Table 4 below shows the dropout and throughput rate of the 2000 to 2016 first time entering 

undergraduate cohorts for all 3 undergraduate diplomas by contact tuition. 
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Table 4: National total % dropout and graduates for undergraduate 3 year diploma 
qualifications in contact tuition 

 

 
Note:  Data not available - requires data from 2018 academic year and onwards.  2018 data available October 2019 

In the section of Table 4 indicated as dropouts (%) it can be seen that in 2001 (year 2) 27.5% 

of the 2000 first time entering cohort had dropped out after their first year of study and by 2009 

(year 10) 46.1% of the cohort had dropped out.  In comparison the 2008 first time entering 

cohort saw an improvement in the dropout rate with 21.4% of the first time entering cohort 

having dropped out after their first year of study and 28.7% having dropped out after year 10. 

In section of the table showing graduates (%) it is noted that there has been a slight 

improvement in the throughput rate after year 3 between the 2000 and 2008 cohorts; from 

16.8% to 19.1%. There has been substantial improvement in the throughput rate from 38.9% 
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of the 2000 cohort graduating after year 6 to 52.0% and 60.4% of the 2008 and 2012 cohorts 

respectively graduating after year 6. 

2.6. Cumulative national dropout and throughput rates for undergraduate 3 

year degrees through contact mode 

Table 5 below shows the dropout and throughput rate of the 2000 to 2016 first time entering 

undergraduate cohorts for all 3 year undergraduate degrees by contact tuition. 

Table 5: National total % dropout and graduates for undergraduate 3 year degree 
qualifications in contact tuition 

 

Note:  Data not available - requires data from 2018 academic year and onwards.  2018 data available October 2019 
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In the section of Table 5 indicated as dropouts (%) it can be seen that in 2001 (year 2) 19.7% 

of the 2000 first time entering cohort had dropped out after their first year of study and by 2009 

(year 10) 29.6% of the cohort had dropped out.  In comparison the 2008 first time entering 

cohort saw an improvement in the dropout rate with 13.1% of the first time entering cohort 

having dropped out after their first year of study and 19.4% having dropped out after year 10. 

In section of the table showing graduates (%) it is noted that there has been an improvement 

in the throughput rate after year 3 between the 2000 and 2008 cohorts; from 25.7% to 29.1%. 

There has been substantial improvement in the throughput rate from 60.1 % of the 2000 cohort 

graduating after year 6 to 68.8% for both the 2008 and 2012 cohorts graduating after year 6. 

2.7. Cumulative national dropout and throughput rates for undergraduate 4 or 

more year degrees through contact mode 

Table 6 below shows the dropout and throughput rate of the 2000 to 2016 first time entering 

undergraduate cohorts for all 4 or more year undergraduate qualifications by contact tuition. 

Table 6: National total % dropout and graduates for 4 or more year undergraduate 
degree qualifications in contact tuition 
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Note:  Data not available - requires data from 2018 academic year and onwards.  2018 data available October 2019 

In the section of Table 6 indicated as dropouts (%) it can be seen that in 2001 (year 2) 21.0% 

of the 2000 first time entering cohort had dropped out after their first year of study and by 2009 

(year 10) 33.8% of the cohort had dropped out.  In comparison the 2008 first time entering 

cohort saw an improvement in the dropout rate with 11.1% of the first time entering cohort 

having dropped out after their first year of study and 17.2% having dropped out after year 10. 

In section of the table showing graduates (%) it is noted that there has been an improvement 

in the throughput rate after year 4 between the 2000 and 2008 cohorts; from 33.3% to 42.2%. 

There has been substantial improvement in the throughput rate from 52.5% of the 2000 cohort 

graduating after year 6 to 69.3% and 71.1% of the 2008 and 2012 cohorts respectively 

graduating after year.  After year 10 the throughput rate improved from 60.3% for the 2000 

cohort to 78.2% for the 2008 cohort. 

2.8. Cumulative national dropout and throughput rates for undergraduate 

degrees and diplomas through distance mode 

Table 7 below shows the dropout and throughput rate of the 2000 to 2016 first time entering 

undergraduate cohorts for all 3 to 6 year undergraduate qualifications by distance tuition. 
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Table 7: National total % dropout and graduates for 3 to 6 year undergraduate 
qualifications in distance tuition 

 

Note:  Data not available - requires data from 2018 academic year and onwards.  2018 data available October 2019 

In the section of Table 7 indicated as dropouts (%) it can be seen that in 2001 (year 2) 56.8% 

of the cohort had dropped out after their first year of study and by 2009 (year 10) 80.1% of the 

cohort had dropped out.  For the 2008 first time entering cohort it can be seen that the dropout 

rate after the first year of study has improved from 56.8% for the 2000 cohort to 46.5% and 

from 80.1% to 70.4% after year 10. However, the 2006 dropout rate does reflect an increase 

over that of the 2005 cohort and the reason therefore requires further investigation. 

In the section of the table showing graduates (%) it is noted that the throughput rate in year 3 

is 3.2% for the 2000 cohort and this dropped to 1.7% for the 2008 first time entering cohort.  

However, as this study is for the distance mode of tuition a longer period of time is required 
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for tracking the students, preferably a minimum of 8 years of data.  Over a 10 year period the 

graduation rate has shown an improvement from 11.6% for the 2000 cohort to 20.3% for the 

2008 cohort.  

2.9. Cumulative national dropout and throughput rates for undergraduate 3 

year diplomas through distance mode 

Table 8 below shows the dropout and throughput rate of the 2000 to 2016 first time entering 

undergraduate cohorts for all 3 year undergraduate diplomas by distance tuition. 

Table 8: National total % dropout and graduates for 3 year undergraduate diplomas in 
distance tuition 
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Note:  Data not available - requires data from 2018 academic year and onwards.  2018 data available October 2019 

In the section of Table 8 indicated as dropouts (%) it can be seen that in 2001 (year 2) 70.5% 

of the cohort had dropped out after their first year of study and by 2009 (year 10) 80.7% of the 

cohort had dropped out.  For the 2008 first time entering cohort it can be seen that the dropout 

rate after the first year of study has improved from 70.5% for the 2000 cohort to 54.6% and 

from 80.7% to 71.1% after year 10. However, the 2006 dropout rate does reflect an increase 

over that of the 2005 cohort and the reason therefore requires further investigation. 

In the section of the table showing graduates (%) it is noted that the throughput rate in year 3 

is 3.3% for the 2000 cohort and this declined to 1.5% for the 2008 first time entering cohort.  

However, as this study is for the distance mode of tuition a longer period of time is required 

for tracking the students, preferably a minimum of 8 years of data.  Over a 10 year period the 

graduation rate has shown a significant improvement from 11.1% for the 2000 cohort to 19.7% 

for the 2008 cohort. 

2.10. Cumulative national dropout and throughput rates for undergraduate 3 

year degrees through distance mode 

Table 9 below shows the dropout and throughput rate of the 2000 to 2016 first time entering 

undergraduate cohorts for all 3 year undergraduate degrees by distance tuition. 
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Table 9: National total % dropout and graduates for 3 year undergraduate degrees in 
distance tuition 

 

Note:  Data not available - requires data from 2018 academic year and onwards.  2018 data available October 2019 

In the section of Table 9 indicated as dropouts (%) it can be seen that in 2001 (year 2) 36.0% 

of the cohort had dropped out after their first year of study and by 2009 (year 10) 64.8% of the 

cohort had dropped out.  For the 2008 first time entering cohort it can be seen that the dropout 

rate after the first year of study has increased slightly from 36.0% for the 2000 cohort to 36.4% 

but improved from 64.8% to 60.1% after year 10.  

In the section of the table showing graduates (%) it is noted that the throughput rate in year 3 

is 3.4% for the 2000 cohort and this decreased to 2.5% for the 2008 first time entering cohort.  

However, as this study is for the distance mode of tuition a longer period of time is required 

for tracking the students, preferably a minimum of 8 years of data.  Over a 10 year period the 
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graduation rate has shown an improvement from 22.7% for the 2000 cohort to 28.4% for the 

2008 cohort. 

2.11. Cumulative national dropout and throughput rates for undergraduate 4 

or more year degrees through distance mode 

Table 10 below shows the dropout and throughput rate of the 2000 to 2016 first time entering 

undergraduate cohorts for all 4 or more year undergraduate degrees by distance tuition. 

Table 10: National total % dropout and graduates for 4 or more year undergraduate 
degrees in distance tuition 
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Note:  Data not available - requires data from 2018 academic year and onwards.  2018 data available October 2019 

In the section of Table 10 indicated as dropouts (%) it can be seen that in 2001 (year 2) 35.9% 

of the cohort had dropped out after their first year of study and by 2009 (year 10) 71.5% of the 

cohort had dropped out.  For the 2008 first time entering cohort it can be seen that the dropout 

rate after the first year of study has increased to 40.2% but improved from 71.5% to 49.5% 

after year 10.  

In the section of the table showing graduates (%) it is noted that the throughput rate in year 4 

is 11.8% for the 2000 cohort and this decreased to 6.8% for the 2008 first time entering cohort.  

However, as this study is for the distance mode of tuition a longer period of time is required 

for tracking the students, preferably a minimum of 8 years of data.  Over a 10 year period the 

graduation rate has shown a significant improvement from 22.4% for the 2000 cohort to 40.0% 

for the 2008 cohort. 

2.12. Conclusion 

The cohort studies presented above provide a holistic national picture of all undergraduate 

dropouts and throughputs for the 2000 to 2016 cohorts of South African Students in the public 

higher education system. While there has been a general improvement in the throughput rates 

when comparing the 2000 cohort to the 2008 (where ten years of data is available) and the 

2011 cohort where only 7 years of data is available, the overall throughput remains low with 

58.0% of the 2008 cohort graduating after 10 years and 55.2% of the 2011 cohort graduating 

after 7 years. This means that just under half of the young people who enter undergraduate 

degrees (in either contact or distance mode of tuition) never graduate. This is a major 

challenge for the system as it not only is costly in monetary terms, with the huge investment 

in subsidies that do not result in graduates, but also in human terms as these young people 

leave the system without qualifications.  

In comparing the dropouts and throughputs between contact and distance modes of tuition, a 

stark difference is noted. Students studying through distance tuition have a very low 

throughput rate over 10 years of study.  
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19.3% of students entering in the 2008 cohort in contact mode had graduated after 3 years of 

study, 61.4% after 6 years4 of study, and 69.1% after 10 years of study. In comparison 11.3% 

of students entering in the 2008 cohort in distance mode had graduated after 6 years of study, 

and 20.3% after 10 years of study. 

In comparing the dropouts and throughputs between contact and distance modes of tuition of 

students in the 3 year diplomas, a stark difference is noted. Students studying through 

distance tuition have a very low throughput rate over 10 years of study.  

19.1% of students entering in the 2008 cohort in contact mode had graduated after 3 years of 

study, 52.0% after 6 years5 of study, and 62.8% after 10 years of study. In comparison 10.9% 

of students entering in the 2008 cohort in distance mode had graduated after 6 years of study, 

and 19.7% after 10 years of study. 

In comparing the dropouts and throughputs between contact and distance modes of tuition of 

students in the 3 year degrees, a stark difference is noted. Students studying through distance 

tuition have a very low throughput rate over 10 years of study.  

29.1% of students entering in the 2008 cohort in contact mode had graduated after 3 years of 

study, 68.8% after 6 years6 of study, and 75.8% after 10 years of study. In comparison 16.7% 

of students entering in the 2008 cohort in distance mode had graduated after 6 years of study, 

and 28.4% after 10 years of study. 

In comparing the dropouts and throughputs between contact and distance modes of tuition of 

students in the 4 year degrees, a stark difference is noted. Students studying through distance 

tuition have a very low throughput rate over 10 years of study.  

42.2% of students entering in the 2008 cohort in contact mode had graduated after 4 years of 

study, 69.3% after 6 years7 of study, and 78.2% after 10 years of study. In comparison 22.2% 

of students entering in the 2007 cohort in distance mode had graduated after 6 years of study, 

and 40.0% after 10 years of study. 

Further research and data analytics is required to better understand the factors influencing 

these poor throughput rates. Effective interventions must be found to ensure that students 

who gain access through distance mode are supported to enable a reasonable chance of 

success, especially if distance education and open learning modes are to be used to increase 

the growth of enrolments in higher education, as suggested in the 2013 White Paper.  

 

                                                           
4 6 years is taken as a year of comparison since some qualifications such as the MBChB have a minimum study 
period of 6 years.  
5 6 years is taken as a year of comparison since some qualifications such as the MBChB have a minimum study 
period of 6 years.  
6 6 years is taken as a year of comparison since some qualifications such as the MBChB have a minimum study 
period of 6 years.  
7 6 years is taken as a year of comparison since some qualifications such as the MBChB have a minimum study 
period of 6 years.  
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3. NATIONAL COHORT STUDIES FOR 3 YEAR DIPLOMAS 

 

 

 

3.1. Introduction 

This section provides an overview of the cumulative national dropout and throughput for the 

cohorts entering into undergraduate 3 year diplomas from 2000 to 2016 in contact and 

distance mode. Using the methodology described in the first section of the report, all first time 

entering South African undergraduate diploma students entering in the years from 2000 

through to 2016 are tracked. The numbers of first time entering students are first presented, 

followed by cohort tables showing the combined overall dropouts and graduates for the 

cohorts covered. These are then disaggregated according to gender and population group. In 

all cases the tables show the combined contact and distance mode dropouts and graduates 

(throughputs).  

3.2. First time entering numbers for 3 year diplomas  

Table 11 on the next page reflects the actual number of first time entering undergraduate 

South African students used for the 3 year diplomas cohort studies. It can be seen that the 

number of FTEN diploma students increased from 42 223 in 2000 to 46 988 in 2016. 
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Table 11: First time entering numbers for 3 year undergraduate diplomas 

3 YEAR DIPLOMA: FIRST TIME ENTERING UNDERGRADUATE               

    2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

African Female 16896 18575 21121 22959 23125 20175 19803 23345 24720 24899 25651 26489 25477 20832 21385 20252 21388 

  Male 15668 15626 17774 19467 21497 18293 17617 19513 20743 21387 22290 22616 22971 20015 20387 19691 20849 

  Total 32564 34201 38895 42426 44622 38468 37420 42858 45463 46286 47941 49105 48448 40847 41772 39943 42237 

Coloured Female 1506 1521 2074 1991 1768 1463 1949 1880 1742 1842 1687 1690 1336 1279 1273 1205 1061 

  Male 1630 1541 1971 1964 1916 1594 1627 1579 1576 1694 1617 1562 1466 1298 1329 1053 1088 

  Total 3136 3062 4045 3955 3684 3057 3576 3459 3318 3536 3304 3252 2802 2577 2602 2258 2149 

Indian Female 544 887 1101 649 687 800 983 693 709 706 750 656 417 541 628 567 391 

  Male 765 1109 1261 851 841 1064 1012 882 1005 979 985 838 594 677 902 745 590 

  Total 1309 1996 2362 1500 1528 1864 1995 1575 1714 1685 1735 1494 1011 1218 1530 1312 981 

White Female 2162 2369 2319 2179 2538 2316 3101 2252 1993 1715 1545 1454 1291 1132 929 787 540 

  Male 3052 2900 3205 2853 3965 3462 3374 3312 2922 2698 2654 2518 2092 1817 1499 1313 1081 

  Total 5214 5269 5524 5032 6503 5778 6475 5564 4915 4413 4199 3972 3383 2949 2428 2100 1621 

Total Female 21108 23352 26615 27778 28118 24754 25836 28170 29164 29162 29633 30289 28521 23784 24215 22811 23380 

  Male 21115 21176 24211 25135 28219 24413 23630 25286 26246 26758 27546 27534 27123 23807 24117 22802 23608 

  Total 42223 44528 50826 52913 56337 49167 49466 53456 55410 55920 57179 57823 55644 47591 48332 45613 46988 
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3.3. Cumulative national dropout and throughput rates for 3 year 

undergraduate diplomas  

Table 12 below shows the dropout and throughput rate for the 2000 to 2016 first time entering 

undergraduate cohorts for diplomas with a minimum duration of 3 years in the contact and 

distance mode of tuition 

Table 12: National total % dropout and graduates for 3 year undergraduate diplomas 

 

Note:  Data not available - requires data from 2018 academic year and onwards.  2018 data available October 2019 

In the section of Table 12 indicated as dropouts (%) it can be seen that in 2001 (year 2) 42.2% 

of the 2000 first time entering cohort had dropped out after their first year of study and by 2009 

(year 10) 58.0% of the cohort had dropped out. For the 2008 first time entering cohort, the 
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dropout rate has improved with 31.6% of the first time entering cohort having dropped out after 

their first year of study and 41.7% after year 10. 

The section of Table 12 showing graduates (%) indicates that there has been an improvement 

between the 2000 cohort and the 2008 cohort in the throughput rate in minimum time (3 years) 

from 12.2% to 13.7% respectively. There has been a more significant improvement in the 

throughput after year 5 from 25.4% to 33.8%, and after 10 years from 34.1% to 49.5%. More 

encouraging is the improvement in throughput of the 2011 cohort, which shows a throughput 

of 40.6% after 5 years and 50.1% after 7 years.  

3.4. Cumulative national dropout and throughput rates for 3 year 

undergraduate diplomas by gender 

Table 13 below shows the dropout and throughput rate for the 2000 to 2016 first time entering 
undergraduate female cohorts for diplomas with a minimum duration of 3 years in the contact 
and distance mode of tuition. 

 
Table 13: National total % dropout and graduates for 3 year undergraduate diplomas: 
female students (Contact and Distance) 

 
 








































































































































































































































