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2. HIGHER EDUCATION AND WORK

How many students fail to graduate?

• About 70% of students who enter a tertiary programme gradu-
ate with a first degree at this level on average across OECD
countries with available data.

• Women enrolled in university-level programmes are more likely
than men to earn a tertiary degree at the end of the programme:
their completion rate is on average 10 percentage points higher
than men’s.

• Full-time students have a better chance of graduating than
part-time students, but there is no clear relationship between
the level of tuition fees and the number of students who com-
plete their degree.

Significance

Tertiary completion rates can indicate the efficiency of ter-
tiary education systems, as they show how many of the stu-
dents who enter a tertiary programme ultimately graduate
from it. However, low completion rates do not necessarily
imply inefficiency, as students may leave a tertiary pro-
gramme for a variety of reasons: they may realise that they
have chosen a subject or programme that is not a good fit for
them; they may fail to meet the standards set by their edu-
cational institution; or they may find attractive employment
opportunities before completing the programme. Low com-
pletion rates (i.e. high drop-out rates) may indicate, on the
other hand, that the education system is not meeting stu-
dents’ needs.

Findings

On average across the OECD, some 70% of students who enter
a university programme complete a first degree, although
there are differences between countries. In Hungary, New
Zealand, Norway, Sweden and the United States, less than
60% of students who enter a tertiary programme graduate
with a first degree at this level; while in Australia, Denmark,
Finland, France, Japan and Spain, more than 75% do.

Average vocational programme completion rates (61%) are
somewhat lower than average university-level completion
rates, but range from 75% or higher in Germany, Japan and
the Slovak Republic to 18% in the United States.

Full-time students have a better chance of graduating from
their programmes than part-time students. The largest dif-
ference between full-time and part-time students is
observed in New Zealand, where completion rates for full-
time students who enter university-level programmes are
34 percentage points higher than those for students with
part-time status.

Students may choose to leave the education system before
graduating because, in some countries, they will be offered
attractive job opportunities after just one year of study. Sim-
ilarly, some mature students who enter tertiary education,
such as those in New Zealand and Sweden, do not intend to
graduate from a specific programme, but rather choose to
study a few courses as part of lifelong learning or upskilling.

There is no clear relationship between the amount of tuition
fees charged by university-level institutions and completion
rates. Tuition fees in Australia, Japan, the Netherlands and
the United Kingdom amount to more than USD 1 500 and
completion rates score significantly higher than the OECD
average of 70%. Denmark and Finland do not charge tuition
fees and provide a high level of public subsidies for students,
but they also have completion rates of more than 75%.

Definitions

Data on completion rates were collected through a special
survey undertaken in 2012. Completion rates are the pro-
portion of new entrants into a specified level of education
who graduate with at least a first degree at this level. The
completion rates are calculated as the proportion of gradu-
ates among a given entry cohort. Non-completion rates
refer to the number of students who leave the specified
level of education without graduating with a first qualifica-
tion at that level.

Information on data for Israel:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932315602.

Further reading from OECD

Higher Education Management and Policy (journal)

OECD Reviews of Tertiary Education (series of national reviews)

Going further

For additional material, notes and a full explanation
of sourcing and methodologies, see Education at a
Glance 2013 (indicator A4).

Areas covered include:

– Consequences of non-completion.

– Interaction between entry, graduation and comple-
tion rates.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932315602.
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Figure 2.5. Successful completion of tertiary programmes, 2011

These figures show the percentage of students who enter tertiary education programmes and graduate with at least a first degree at this
level, in the amount of time normally allocated for completing the programme.

Source: OECD (2013), Education at a Glance 2013, Chart A4.1, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932846424.

Figure 2.6. Successful completion of tertiary programmes by gender, 2011

These figures show the percentage of students who enter and successfully complete a tertiary programme, by gender.

Source: OECD (2013), Education at a Glance 2013, Chart A4.1, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932846424.
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