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BACKGROUND

The great increase in the number of students in post
secondary education all over the world has led to the 
testing of various means of making the educational 
process more efficient. In Sweden, reforms of basic 
studies at arts faculties during the 1950s and 1960s 
were above all aimed at reducing the numbers of drop
outs and promoting the flow of students through the 
educational system.

The 1969 educational reform determined fixed 
lines of study, intake restrictions and in general a 
more rigid organization of studies. A registration 
system was built up to check the efficiency of the edu 
cation received. Administrative appointments were in
stituted at both central and local levels to observe 
educational efficiency and to make it easier for stu
dents to find their way through the educational system

Hitherto most of the evaluation of the efficiency of 
university education has taken place within administra 
tive bodies and has been based on data from the offi
cial educational statistics, collected via the regi
stration system. There has not been any more systema
tic evaluation of the major reforms of university 
education. In recent years the Office of the Chancel
lor of the Swedish Universities has endeavoured, by 
means of research grants and conferences, to encou
rage researchers, particularly in the behavioural 
sciences and economic subjects to play a more active 
part in the evaluation of higher education.

The project ”Analyses of Education and Students” is 
aimed at providing a better foundation for the evalu
ation of basic studies at Faculties of Arts and 
Sciences by following up study results, dropout-rates, 
'changes of course and intensity of study.The project
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was financed by the Office of the Chancellor of 
the Swedish Universities.

OUTLINE OF THE SURVEY

SURVEY GROUPS

The following groups of students were investigated:

1 996 students who began studying English, Statis
tics, Pedagogics and Chemistry at the University 
of Umeå in the autumn term of 1968 have been 
followed up for eight terms of studies.

2 488 students who enrolled at the Faculty of Arts 
and Sciences at the University of Umeå for the 
first time in autumn term of 1971 were followed 
up for 2 terms of studies. This group comprises 
all newly enrolled students from the autumn term 
1971, except for foreign students, students with
out complete upper secondary school leaving cer
tificates and students who have been enrolled at 
universities or colleges previosly.

A parallel project aimed among other things at study
ing the national representativeness of the Umeå ma
terial was conducted at the Institute of Education 
at the University of Gothenburg under the direction 
of Professor Urban Dahllöf. This survey covered 
approximately 1 000 Gothenburg students during the 
academic year of 1971-72 (Johansson et al., 1972; 
Patriksson et al., 1973).

METHOD

The Swedish Parliament has adopted the following 
pass-rate as the norm for the present system of stu
dies: 40-point courses of studies should be planned
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in such a way that the proportion of students passed 
during an academic year is at least 2/3 the number 
of students who study on a full-time basis, make good 
use of teaching facilities and possess the initial 
qualifications required by the syllabus. At leaät 4/5 
the number of full-time students should attain 40 
points within three terms.

In order to be able to compare study results in the 
survey groups with this norm, particulars were needed 
concering intensity of study (full time, part time, 
discontinuation), concerning the utilization of teach
ing facilities and concerning initial qualifications. 
These particulars have been obtained by following up 
various registers and also by means of questionnaires.

Since the central registers of the University only re
cord the results of completed full courses of study, 
follow-up studies of departmental registers were neces
sary. It proved difficult and time-consuming to follow 
up results over a long period of time, the reason being 
that it is often difficult to foresee a student's choice 
of subjects, apart from the fact that there is no co
ordination of departmental registers. However, analy
ses showed the particulars supplied by students in 
questionnaires to be reliable enough to form the ba
sis of certain processing operations, particularly 
in the 1968 group.

The survey groups have been divided into full-time 
students, part-time students, temporary dropouts and 
permanent dropouts on the strength of the data collec
ted concering discontinuation of studies, interruption 
of studies, employment parallel to studies and full
time or part-time studies.

The term ”full-time student” as used in the project 
differs from the definition applied in the official
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statistics in that it is founded on actual intensi
ty of study, whereas the official term is based on 
the planned intensity of studies. Moreover, the of
ficial statistics make an indirect attempt to ex
clude wastage by not counting persons who only at
tain one point or less. During the project, continu
ous observation has been maintained of persons dis
continuing their studies at different times: this 
form of observation is not possible given the pre
sent administrative information system.

The official statistics define a full-time student 
as a person who
a enrolles for the course of studies for the first 

time during the term in question 
b attains at least one point and
c in the case of 40-point courses also registeres 

for the following term and 
d when registering, declares the intention of pur

suing full-time studies.

For the purposes of the project, full-time students 
are
a those who have never interrupted their studies 

or been engaged in any form of gainful or domes
tic employment apart from their studies 

b those who suspended their studies for less than 
10 weeks in the 1968 group and less than 3 weeks 
in the 1971 group and who otherwise satisfy the 
requirements as per a

c those who have been gainfully employed for less 
than 15 hours per week and who have classed them
selves as full-time students and have not other
wise discontinued or suspended their studies for 
more than 10 and 3 weeks respectively.

A criterion measure (study ratio) was calculated by 
dividing the total number of points obtained by the
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number of active weeks of study. The longer the pe
riod of time covered by the follow-up, the more im
portant it was to keep intensity under observation.
The study ratio was a particularly good criterion 
of achievement in the case of the 1968 group, which 
was followed for eight terms (Elgqvist-Saltzman,
1972j Elgqvist-Saltzman & Lindberg, 1973).

Particulars concerning initial qualifications were 
collected by using particulars of previous educa
tion and average matriculation merits (or corres
ponding qualifications) and merits for certain type 
subjects (subjects going by the same namnes in upper 
secondary school and at university). Utilization of 
teaching facilities was covered by means of such 
questionnaire items as "How much of the teaching 
have you attended?"

The questionnaires also included questions concer- 
ning study objectives, motives for studying, subse
quent study and vocational plans and, finally, cer
tain questions regarding attitudes to education.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

HOW MANY DROPOUTS ARE THERE AND WHAT ARE THE CAUSES?

Great attention has been devoted to discontinua
tion of studies in the work that has preceded re
forms of basic courses at the Faculties of Arts 
and Sciences at the universities. The 1955 Univer
sity Commission noted in 1957 that 40 per cent of 
arts students and 30 per cent of science students 
failed to graduate. This gave rise to concern and 
various measures were taken to reduce the number 
of dropouts. Ten years later a survey by the Chancel
lors committee on university teaching methods revealed 
very little improvement in graduation frequencies du
ring the intervening period (Kim, 1966).



6

In the survey groups covered by this project, 43 
per cent of those who were newly enrolled in the 
autumn term of 1968 had discontinued their studies 
after 4 year and 23 per cent of those who started 
in the autumn term of 1971 had dropped out after 
two terms.

If we consider the point at which dropout occurs, 
we find that this mostly happens at an early stage. 
Roughly 22 per cent of the 1968 material had dis
continued their studies by the end of the third 
term. This can be seen in greater detail from fi
gure 1.

Time Action^

Sept. Reg. 
68 Q I

Test

996 students of English. Pedagogics. Statistics and Chemistry enrolling for the first time at Umeå University

Still studyingSept. Reg. Suspected dropouts

First-years studentsJen Reg. Others 154
May 0 III

q  5 terms of study suc-3c t. Reg. cessfully complet*
Feb. Q IV

Total population

Oct. Final 
71 rueul 136 40

l) Rn- » follow-up of reeisters ■■■• Transferred to 
0 * questionnaire other studies
EZ3 Greduatad left .rd p* jobs

Figure 1. Various stages in the follow-up of the 1966 group.

■■ Temporary
dropoutsCZ3 Still studying

Did not reply to 
questionnaire
Erroneously included 
in the population
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The figure 1 shows how many students had graduated, 
had discontinued their studies or were still study
ing at different stages during the follow-up of the 
1968 material. One also observes that the dropout 
frequency during the initial terms is roughly the 
same in the 1960 and 1971 groups.

Thus the dropout frequency in this survey comes very 
close to the figures produced by previous Swedish 
studies of this problem. The frequency also comes 
wit hin the margin of 35-40 per cent which Miller, 
in a review of Anglo-Saxon research (1970), has 
found characteristic of dropout in the USA, Canada 
and Australia. It is worth noting that researchers 
in other countries have demonstrated a certain con
sistency in the dropout f-requency, irrespective of 
student influx and certain educational reforms. The 
constancy established by the project gives rise to the 
question of whether the measures taken in Sweden to 
reduce the dropout-rate have served any useful pur
pose.

Particulars concerning the dropout frequency in a 
course of education should, however, be seen in 
relation to the organization of that education 
and also in relation to the group of students 
concerned and the causes of dropout. Dahllöf (1968) 
showed that the disturbing dropout frequency repor
ted by the Chancellors committe on university 
teaching methods took on a completely different 
appearance when the survey group was divided into 
sub-groups according to university and previous 
background. Apart from this survey, there are few 
analyses available on which one can base educa
tional measures. This is due to the difficulty 
of obtaining information of this specific kind 
within the present information system. Educa
tional statistic are in fact incapable of provi
ding a clear account to dropout - rates. A number
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of more sporadic surveys have been undertaken at 
departmental level by energetic student counsel
lors. The comprehensive dropout survey conducted 
under the auspices of the U 68 Commission yielded 
various interesting conclusions, e. g. the conclu
sion that the dropout group is a very heterogeneous 
group and a difficult group to define, but the ma
terial did not allow of any detailed analysis 
(Attehag & Svanfelt, 1971).

In this project a distinction has been drawn among 
other things between discontinuation classed as 
temporary by the students themselves - who thus 
express the intention of resuming their studies 
later on - and discontinuation of a permanent na
ture. Seven per cent of t.he dropouts in the 1968 
material and roughly 10 per cent of those in the 
1971 group are described as temporary.

One of the most important discoveries is that a 
great many dropouts are due to students transferring 
to other courses of education. In the 1968 group,
80 per cent of final dropouts were connected with 
transfers to other courses of education. Altogether 
29 per cent of those enrolling at the University 
of Umeå in the autumn term 1968 to study English, 
Statistics, Chemistry and Pedagogics had transfer
red to another course of education after four years 
of study. If we include those who had planned to 
transfer during their third term, a total of 15 per 
cent of the 1971 group had transferred by the be
ginning of the third term. It is worh noting that 40 
per cent of the entire 1971 group stated when en
rolling that they intended to change over later on 
to some other course of education with intake re
strictions besides arts faculties and the school 
of education.
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An analysis of differences between subjects and be
tween the sexes revealed that certain subjects, e.g. 
Pedagogics, tended more than others to serve as 
"waiting rooms” for courses with intake restrictions. 
The dropout rate was higher among females. Males who 
had discontinued their studies tended more often to 
have transferred to some form of post-secondary edu
cation with intake restrictions, whereas many female 
students found their way e.g. to schools of nursing, 
secretarial courses, combined studies and other shor
ter types of education. The following summary concer
ning the 1968 group will serve to illustrate the dif
ferent types of education to which students transferred

Table 1. Transfers of other faculties/courses of stu-
dies in the 1968 group, 
lute figures).

Men and women (Abso

New course of education/training Men Women Total

Faculties of Medicine and Dentist 
try 14 9 23
Other university, faculty unspe
cified 29 32 61
School of Social Sciences 4 9 13
School of Education 2 7 9
Other colleges 4 1 5
Combined Studies, Special 
Economics Course 3 7 10
Other post-secondary education 
(including, e.g. nursing, com
mercial training) 13 53 66
Total 69 118 187

Some changes were already planned at the commencement 
of studies, while others again constitute an adjust
ment in the course of studies to changing conditions 
in the labour market or in other parts of the educa
tion system. Finally, a small proportion of the 
changes are due to disappointment with the course of 
studies itself, dissatisfaction or insufficient ability
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Researchers in the USA and England have also obser
ved that dropout can partly be described as mobili
ty within the education system .Thare would seem to 
be a pronounced need for a more comprehensive view 
in the official statistics about ”flow" of students 
in the whole of the educational sector.

IS THE EFFICIENCY OF UNIVERSITY EDUCATION AS POOR 
AS THE OFFICIAL STATISTICS HAKE IT OUT TO BE?

0

The surveys and Parliamentary Bills preceding the 
existing study system emphasized that on average 
the actual duration of studies was greater than the 
syllabi presupposed and that in consequence students 
were spending more time at university than was neces
sary in view of graduation requirements. The results 
which Dahllöf (1968) obtained in the analysis men
tioned previously led him to query whether efficiency 
was so poor as had been assumed when the new system 
was introduced.

The final results of the 1968 group are shown in fi
gure 2. Thirty-seven per cent of the students enrol
ling for the first time in 1968 had graduated, 43 per 
cent had discontinued their studies and 20 per cent 
were still studying of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences 
at Umeå after four years. Ninety per cent of the "Gra
duated” group had actually taken their degree, while 
the remainder had either successfully completed 6 terms 
of study without taking their degree or else had 
achieved some other study objective instead of a de
gree (6 per cent). An analysis of the "Still study
ing" group showed that low study results were chiefly 
due to activities apart from studies or to interrup
tions, often lasting for more than one term. Military 
service as a common reason for interrupting studies.

LÄRÅRH ÖQ5KOLAN 
UMIÄ

Biblioteket >
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1 TOTAL 
POPULATION 
N 918

2 FIRST-YEAR 
STUDENTS 
N 638

3 OTHERS 
N 280

■PER CENT

f:

ES

\SJ jggs;
§3

m

m 20

Graduatad

Transferred to another course of 
studies/tr&iring

Left and got jobs 

Temporary discontinuation

Figure 2. Study status (after four years) of 1) the tctal population, 2} students who were first-year 
students In ]9G0# 3) others.

An analysis of the pass-rate measured in study ra
tios showed that approximately 90 per cent of the 
full-time students in both the 1968 and the 1971 
groups were above the level corresponding to the 
so-called exclusion limit in the 1969 study system.

The report compiled by the Office of the Chancellor 
of the Swedish Universities on experiences of the 
third year of the new system included a comparison 
of results in terms of points obtained according 
to the project and according to the official sta
tistics. This comparison revealed that the pass- 
rate figures from the project were consistently
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higher. The differences are accentuated by a compa
rison referring to the same group of individuals.
As can be seen from table 2, infra, an average of 
68 per cent obtained 40 points in two terms accor
ding to the project figures as against 50 per cent 
according to the official ståtistics.

Table 2. Pass-rate for full-time students in cer
tain 40-point courses, September 1972, 
according to the project and according 
to the official statistics, both sets of 
figures referring to the same individuals. 
Percentage of students with 40 points or 
more.

Course of studies Project Official
statistics

Diffe
rence

Mathematics AB 1 65 45 20
Chemistry AB 1 54 44 10
Civics AB 1 77 60 17
English AB 1 64 46 18
History AB 1+2 85 57 28

These great differences are not due to different 
particulars concerning the numbers of points ob
tained, nor to differences in the periods covered: 
they are entirely the result of different defini
tions of full-time student. Fifty-one students clas
sified as dropouts or part-time students under the 
project have been designated full-time students in 
the official statistics. Thus it is important to 
which definition of full-time students one refers 
when discussing pass-rates.

When the Swedish Parliament resolved that 2/3 of 
the students should obtain 40 points in two terms, 
the reference was to full-time students and, more
over, to students who made good use of the teach
ing facilities available and who possessed the ne
cessary initial qualifications. There are no exact
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rules governing the interpretation of the two last- 
mentioned requirements, nor can the official stati
stics take account of the utilization of teaching 
facilities except by excluding those who obtain 
less than one point.

The utilization of teaching facilities is diffi
cult to measure. In this project, the 1971 group 
were asked to state the proportion of the teaching 
they had attended. Mqst of them replied that they 
had attended the greater part of the teaching pro
vided. During analysis we selected those who had 
attended 95 per cent of the teaching and then in
vestigated various courses of study to see whether 
the pass-rate had been affected. We found that, 
with a target group of full-time student who had 
attended 95 per cent of the teaching, the propor
tion obtaining 20 points in statistics in one term 
rose by 2Q per cent. In the 40-point English course 
we obtained a pass-rate of 100 per cent for the full
time students attending 95 per cent of the teaching 
while in mathematics the corresponding figure was 
74 per cent. Further details are given in figure 3, 
p 15.

It seems reasonable for the initial qualifications 
requirement to be taken as met if the student pos
sesses initial qualifications corresponding to 
those stipulated by the syllabus. It must be borne 
in mind, however, that the new system laid down a 
minimum of initial qualifications, the idea being 
to make the transition from upper secondary school 
to university as flexible as possible. If special 
stipulations have to be made in the form of initi
al qualifications, these do not generally exceed 
a "2" (pass) from upper secondary school. One re
calls that the latest reports from the Office of
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the Chancellor of the Swedish Universities have con
tained reports from various universities concerning 
difficulties occasioned by the inadequate initial 
qualifications possessed by the students. This has 
resulted, among other things, in a warning - published 
in the latest information brochure from the Office - 
to prospective students not to study English, German, 
French and Mathematics if they have merits below 3 
for the corresponding subjects at upper secondary 
level.

It is now also the duty of student counsellors at 
different departments to discourage students who can 
be expected to encounter difficulties in their stu
dies. An inquiry among Mathematics and Statistics 
counsellors at Umeå showed that, in their opinion, 
students of Mathematics and Statistics should have 
at least a "3" for Mathematics from the Natural 
Science line of the upper secendary school and at 
least a ”4" for Mathematics from any other line.
We have selected the group of students satisfying 
these requirements and studied their pass-rate. The 
proportion obtaining 20 points in Statistics in a 
single term rises by 10 per cent when this require
ment is added to the requirements of full-time stu
dies and 95 per cent utilization of teaching facili
ties (cf. figure 3). This requirement had no addi
tional effect in Mathematics and English.

Thus a combination of the requirements of full-time 
studies, utilization of teaching facilities and good 
initial qualifications leads to a general increase 
in the pass-rate, at the same time as the effects 
of different requirements vary from one course of 
studies to another. The increased requirements intro
duced for the purposes of our analysis resulted in 
a very small target group - roughly one-fifth of 
the students. Figure 4p 16 shows how the number of stu-
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dents diminishes as different requirements are gra
dually introduced.

Of course it is not the intention here to recommend 
such a strict interpretation of the pass-rate norm, 
merely to show how extremely sensitive the statis
tics are to one's definition of the target group 
whose pass-rate is to be calculated. The analysis 
illustrates the sources of error in the official 
statistics and underlines the need for interpreta
tions of those statistics to take the sources of 
error into account in a completely different manner 
from what has previously been the case. At the same 
time it is demonstrably easier for a less general 
technique of analysis to trace causal relationships 
that may require educational remedies.

100 i i

□—□ 
0-0 
v—v

Mathematics 40 points
Statistics 20 points
English 40 points

Target group (compare p 16)

Figure 3. Proportion of students obtaining 40 points 
in two terms (Mathematics, English) or 20 
points in one term (Statistics) in diffe
rent target groups.
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%
100

75

50

25

Target groups:
= All students taking 

the course
= Full-time students 
= Full-time students 

utilizing 95 per 
cent of the teach
ing facilities 

= Full-time students 
utilizing 95 per 
cent of the teach
ing and also pos
sessing initial qua
lifications corre
sponding to those re 
commended by the stu 
dent counsellor

1 i ... i  -..... j. - Target group
A B C D

Figure 4. Proportion of the total number of students 
on the course belonging to different tar- 
gent groups.

WHAT HAS BEEN THE STEERING EFFECT OF THE PASS-RATE 
NORN?

The influence on educational planning attributable 
to the pass-rate norms is evident e.g. when study
ing the reasons quoted for applications for grants 
for pedagogical projects at different departments. 
Several projects at Umeå were initiated on the 
strength of data indicating bad pass-rates. Thus 
there are instances of the data provided by the of
ficial statistics concerning poor pass-rates acting 
as an alarm and giving rise to pedagogical work. But 
this work should be brought about by other and bet
ter incentives which could also steer project work 
more satisfactorily.
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There are signs that both students and teachers have 
found pass-rate requirements unduly predominant at 
the expense of discussions of the content of courses 
and the relevance of education to subsequent vocatio
nal activity.

The question arises whether the pass-rate norm could 
not be dispensed with as the most important means 
of control in educational planning and whether more 
attention should not be devoted instead to questions 
of content and questions concerning the relevance 
of studies.

There are very few comparative analyses of both stu
dent composition and course content at university le
vel in Sweden. In this project we have found that 
very simple analyses can be of value to study coun
sellors and teachers in their educational planning.

Many people have called for better information con
cerning the way in which education operates after the 
conclusion of the actual period of study. Apart from 
spot surveys of certain professional groups (mainly 
conducted by trade union organizations) and the ge
neral follow-ups of professional activity half a 
year - in some cases two years - efter graduation 
undertaken by the Central Bureau of Statistics, very 
little systematic information is received by educa
tional institutions about formerly students jobs and 
positions after finishing studies. Consequently both 
the evaluation of established educational alternati
ves and the introduction of new courses suffer from 
a lack of sufficient background knowledge about for
merly students.
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REFLECTIONS ON THE U 68 PROPOSALS

The latest proposals for the reform of basic uni
versity studies in Sweden are very much preoccupied 
with organizational changes. The U 68 reform proposals 
put great emphasis on a more vocational approach and 
endeavour to establish this approach by means of vari
ous organizational changes to the study system. How
ever, we lack analyses of the potential effects of a 
more vocational approach on different branches of 
study. There is a danger of the vocational alignment 
of studies being confused with specific knowledge, 
to the detriment of central concepts and generalizabel 
knowledge (cf. Dahllöf, 1969; Svensson, 1973).

The educational organization proposed by the U 68 
Commission represents an amplification of the prin
ciples of fixed lines of study incorporated in the 
present system. Our survey presents data indicating 
that many students avoid the fixed lines to begin 
with, while many change lines and many disappear al
together. Greater flexibility would seem to be justi
fied .

The Commission's proposals in favour of more decen
tralized educational planning and a greater number of 
local and individual opportunities of variation may 
result in decision-making bodies devoting more atten
tion to matters concerning the content of courses and 
the relevance of education. In this case, great im
portance will attach to the information on which the 
decisions of these bodies are based. The foundations 
of decision-making will have to be improved whatever 
the organisational framework chosen. Educational re
search should be capable of making a larger contri
bution to the shaping of those foundations than it 
has done previously. It is not altogether impossible 
that the high priority hitherto given in reforms of
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university education to organizational and admini
strative measures has been at least partly due to 
the disproportionately quantitative nature of the 
foundations of decision making.

I would like to express my gratitude to Maj-Britt 
Lindberg and Gun Fahlén for their most dedicated 
work as assistents in the project.

I also wish to thank professor Urban Dahllöf for his 
most stimulating cooperation.
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