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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Increasing rates of student exclusions and dropouts, accompanied by decreasing graduation rates have been a
matter of concern for the University of KwaZulu‐Natal, as it has been for South Africa in general. 1 The focus on
student exclusions at UKZN arose in Senate (March 2009) following the release of data on student exclusions and
the outcomes of the Academic Exclusions Appeals Committee (AEACOM) processes tabled in the report on
Academic Monitoring and Support. The report revealed significant variations across faculties, raised questions
about the accuracy of official system generated data and signaled the need for a closer examination emerging
trends. This report is a response to the Senate request for an investigation into the issue of exclusions.
In order to contextualize the issue of exclusions, attention was paid to the allied aspect of student dropout and
both these were viewed against registration and graduation in undergraduate degrees in the university. For the
period 2006‐2008 the university data reveals a small but increasing rate of student exclusions and dropouts,
accompanied by decreasing graduation rates. Although the exclusion and drop‐out rates vary from Faculty to
Faculty, overall, the number of students who were “excluded and not readmitted” together with dropouts
increased in 2008 to 2479 (11%), while the number that graduated from 3‐ and 4‐year undergraduate degrees had
decreased to 4306 (19%) during this period. Should these trends persist, it will become a matter of greater concern
for the university since students registered in undergraduate degrees account for more than half of all students
registered in the university (22406 in 2008). This has significant resource implications for the university and
warrants further investigation and tracking over a longer period to determine institutional patterns and derive
likely explanations with a view to informing possible action.
This report draws on several other investigative processes and reports into the problem of exclusions and dropouts
for the period 2006 to 2009, including the Report on Academic Monitoring and Support Systems, the outcomes of
the University Academic Exclusions Appeals Committee, and the investigation into high exclusion rates in the
Faculty of Engineering undertaken as part of the agreement following student protest action in March 2009. The
process of developing the report included opportunities for Faculties to verify and improve the accuracy of the
student data. This report draws on university data on exclusions and dropouts and pulls together Faculty responses
to the data.
An analysis of Faculty responses to the verified data provided by DMI reveals that percentages of dropout and
exclusions over the past three years within Faculties were relatively constant. Overall, the category of “excluded
and not readmitted” students reflect between 2 and 3 % per year of the student population. The Faculty of
Engineering had the highest rates of exclusion (6%) followed by Science and Agriculture (3%), Management
Studies, Humanities, Development and Social Sciences (HDSS), Law, Health Sciences, and the lowest was in
Education and Medical School. The rate of exclusion by racial categories was fairly consistent across Faculties with
overall highest amongst Black students (3%) and lowest amongst White students (1%). With respect to gender,
more males than females were excluded across all faculties.
Dropout rates proved to be a significantly greater problem at 8% per year than exclusions, with variations across
Faculties with regard to dropouts by year of study and racial categories and to a lesser extent, gender. HDSS has
the highest dropout rate at 10% followed by Managements Studies and Law (9%), Engineering, Science and
Agriculture (7%) while the School of Medicine has the lowest dropout rate of 1%. Dropouts are highest among
students in their first year of study and, like exclusions, generally higher for males than females. In terms of race,
1

The research report by Scott,I., Yeld, N. & Hendry, J., (2007) entitled A Case for Improving Teaching and Learning in South African Higher
Education. Research paper prepared for the Council on Higher Education by Centre for Higher Education Development, South Africa, notes that
“the improvement of access to higher education might be less significant than initially thought, but that in terms of throughputs the higher
education system as a whole is not doing very well. Of even greater concern is that student performance continues to be racially differentiated.
Black students do worse than White students in most disciplinary fields and African students performed worst of all. As the authors indicate,
these outcomes undermine the gains made in terms of access and raise a number of issues about the quality of the educational process and the
possible reasons for the unsatisfactory results” (p.2).
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dropouts were highest for African students in the College of Law and Management Studies and highest for White
students in the College of Humanities. The dropout phenomena is an area that warrants further investigation,
especially since the data could be confounded by factors such as students who might be taking a “gap year”, or
who have changed faculty. A more fine‐grained analysis of “drop outs’ could inform more strategic decisions
around the challenges of retention within the institution for students in later years rather than focusing
predominantly on entry, access or “at risk” students.
Several Faculties have begun a further examination of exclusions and dropouts and have offered a range of
explanations for their data including university related factors such as a lack of conducive and adequate teaching
and learning environments and resources; student related factors such as their contexts and backgrounds as well
as how study choices are being made.
Most Faculties have instituted a variety of intervention processes to monitor and support “at risk” students. The
effectiveness of these programmes varies across Faculties with some identifying limited resources as impediments
to meaningful interventions. Further reporting on academic monitoring and support in Faculties is expected early
in 2010.
The following recommendations have emerged from this report:
1. Since DMI provides the official statistics, DMI will be the source of data for all reporting and both Faculties and
DMI must ensure the accuracy and reliability of student data in the system.
2 While the issue of exclusions will continue to be monitored to ensure it does not increase, the evidence shows
that dropouts constitute more of a problem for the university. Faculties should undertake an investigation into the
issue of undergraduate student dropouts and provide a report to UTLC in order for UTLC to table a follow‐up
report on dropouts for Senate in 2010.
3 Faculties were unable to provide comparative data on student exclusions and dropouts from their cognate
Faculties in other institutions. UTLC and UTLO undertake to assist faculties in this regard.

2. CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND
In the Senate of 11 March 2009, university data on students who were given exclusion codes in the different
Faculties and the outcome of the January AEACOM processes, which were incorporated as part of the Report on
Academic Monitoring and Support, led to a lengthy discussion in which concerns regarding the accuracy of the
data and its coding was raised by Faculties; and concerns about the high exclusions in some Faculties such as
Engineering were expressed by the SRC. To take this matter forward:
"The Chair stated that the matter of exclusions has a long history. He requested the UTLC to investigate this thoroughly, and produce
a report within six months for consideration by Senate. The investigation should include the factors contributing to exclusions, why
there are so many and how we compare to other institutions. Clearer and more complete statistics need to be produced, and
practices within Faculties compared. Action: UTLC"

The problem of exclusions was raised especially as it related to the Faculty of Engineering because of the relatively
large numbers of students being referred to AEACOM and being excluded, as well as representations made to the
University Teaching and Learning Office by Engineering students and some of their parents. This later culminated
in student protest action and on 19 March 2009 the students submitted a Memorandum of demands including the
review of exclusion cases in Engineering. In order to address this problem, it was agreed that the DVC (T & L) would
receive submissions from students while initiating a parallel process of engaging with the leadership of the
Engineering Faculty in an attempt to obtain a fuller understanding of the problem of exclusions from both staff and
student perspectives and to identify possible solutions. The outcome of that process is captured in a UTLO report
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together with a set of recommendations that have been agreed to by both staff and student leadership which are
in the process of being implemented.
Although Senate requested a report on exclusions, the related issue of dropouts was also investigated since both
these impact on student retention and throughput. In order to contextualize the exclusions and dropouts, both
these were viewed against registration and graduation in undergraduate degrees in the university. For the period
2006‐2008, the university data reveals a small but increasing rate of student exclusions and dropouts,
accompanied by decreasing graduation rates (Appendix A). Although the exclusion and drop‐out rates vary from
Faculty to Faculty, overall, the number of students who were “excluded and not readmitted” together with
dropouts increased in 2008 to 2479 (11%), while the number that graduated from the 3‐ and 4‐year undergraduate
degrees had decreased to 4306 (19%) during this period. Should these trends persist, it will become a matter of
greater concern for the university since students registered in undergraduate degrees account for more than half
of all students registered in the university (22406 in 2008). This has significant resource implications for the
university and warrants further investigation and tracking over a longer time frame to determine likely
explanations and institutional patterns.
The initial data on dropouts and exclusions in undergraduate degrees was investigated further to explore when
exclusions and dropouts were taking place in terms of year of study; and obtain a clearer understanding of who
was being excluded or dropping out through an analysis of race and gender trends across faculties.

3. METHOD AND APPROACH
In preparing this report, Faculties were provided statistics by DMI on their dropout and academic exclusion rates in
the undergraduate 3‐ and 4‐year degrees. The first data set circulated to Deans comprised exclusions and the
related aspect of student dropout, to complement and contextualise the exclusion data. The exclusion data was
disaggregated to include “initial exclusions” referring to all students who are given an exclusion related code
before any process such as appeals has taken place; excluded students who were readmitted; and excluded
students who were not readmitted, as well as the range of exclusion codes used and the numbers of students who
were assigned the different codes. Faculties raised several concerns about the accuracy of the data generated by
DMI: that it was found to include an aggregate of all exclusion codes which resulted in double counting of
students; that excluded students were repeatedly readmitted, inflating numbers; that exclusion codes were
applied inconsistently by different faculties; and that the last round of cases (January 2009) submitted to AEACOM
were not reviewed by FAEACOM but went directly to AEACOM.
Faculties were asked to engage DMI to ensure that the student data was correct. DMI set up a data quality group
to assist in the verification and cleaning process. Problems identified were remedied. A process of working with
Faculty managers and officers is underway through the office of the Registrar and Director for Student Academic
Administration to ensure consistency in the use of codes across faculties. This explains the lower figures for the
numbers of students with exclusion related codes in this report as compared to the earlier report that served in
the March senate.
A second set of revised data was provided by DMI and these were expanded to include data on exclusions and
dropouts in terms of race, gender and year of study to provide a more detailed and nuanced understanding of
students being “lost” from specific qualifications. These were sent again to Deans with the request that Faculties
examine and comment on their data to enable deeper insights into a range of impacting factors. Each Faculty was
asked to:
a) interpret the data,
b) provide an explanation for it,
c) draw comparisons with other similar faculties (internally and externally) and
c) indicate what interventions were in place with respect to exclusions and dropouts
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In the section below, an analysis of the data is provided together with the responses from the Faculties. It must be
acknowledged that, as always, the analysis is mediated by complexities relating to the data categories chosen and
interpretation thereof which impact on consistency of analysis. Nevertheless, the trends that emerge from the
data for undergraduate student exclusions and drop‐out rates for the years 2006 to 2008 enable us to raise a
number of questions, and to begin devising a more systematic way of interrogating such data on a regular basis.

4. ANALYSIS
4.1 EXCLUSION DATA
Exclusion data analysed here is confined to academic exclusions. The numbers of students who are given an
exclusion code (i.e. before any appeal process) has remained fairly consistent at 6% per year of registered
undergraduates in the period 2006 to 2008. It is worth noting here that in several instances, the data fluctuates.
This may have to do with the fact that in the period prior to 2008, the exclusions process had been applied
inconsistently and suspended while the inconsistencies in the use of exclusion codes were being addressed. A
further limitation in the data is that the use of amalgamated data and the extrapolation of data from the broad
enrolment within a year, rather than against the cohort data, might mean that some characteristics and their
explanations will remain hidden. The denominator in most calculations varies, depending on the year’s intake.
Some consideration for exploring the data in a variety of different ways, therefore, may provide useful insights into
the problems in different ways.
Fig. 1: Percentage of Registered Students Excluded and Not Readmitted by Year and Faculty
Source: DMI UKZN UG Degrees: Registrations, Graduates, Exclusions & Dropouts (Headcount) 2006 ‐ 2008
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The efforts of DMI and interactions with Faculties have however rectified problems. The most accurate data for
exclusions are probably those for 2008 which show that of the 1260 students who received initial exclusions, 621
or 49% were not readmitted. This analysis focuses on the category of excluded and not readmitted students.
Overall the category of excluded and not readmitted students reflects between 2 and 3 % of undergraduate
students. Over the three year period, the Faculty of Engineering had the highest rates of “excluded and not
readmitted students” (6%) followed by Science and Agriculture (3%), Management Studies, Humanities,
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Development and Social Sciences (HDSS), Law, Health Sciences, and the lowest was in Education and Medical
School.
The Faculty of Engineering has the highest number of students who are given exclusion codes at 17% but also the
highest number of “excluded and readmitted” students at 13%. This may in part explain the figures remaining
relatively high in that many of the same excluded students may have been repeatedly readmitted. Some evidence
for this was found in examining the July 2008 and January 2009 Engineering student appeals processed through
AEACOM. An encouraging trend to be noted is that the awarding of exclusion codes in the Faculty has decreased
over the 2006‐8 period (from 22% to 14%).
To provide further insights into the category of “excluded students who are not readmitted”, with respect to when
during their studies students are being excluded, and who is being excluded, an analysis of exclusions by year of
study, exclusions by race and exclusions by gender was undertaken

4.1.1 Exclusions by year of study (2006‐2008):
The Faculty of Engineering had the highest rates of exclusion compared to other Faculties, with the highest rates
experienced in year two and three respectively and the lowest in year four. In second year in 2006 and in 2008 in
particular, the percentage exclusions (10%) was high, and this pattern persisted somewhat into the third year (7%).
This figure may be affected by the number of credits required for the degree which is higher than in other
qualifications, by the pre‐ and co‐requisite requirements and progression rules in the Faculty which require
students to pass a greater number of credits than in other programmes.
The Faculties of Law and Health Sciences experience their highest exclusions in the second year of study, although
not as high as Engineering. One likely explanation for this is that these 4‐ year professional degrees involve
disciplinary content knowledge which is typically introduced from the second year of study.
While the Faculty of Management Studies has a consistent exclusion rate for the first and second year, it is the only
faculty with a fairly dramatic increase in the third year. This increase seems attributable to the high exclusion rate
in 2008 specifically, which increased the percentage for this year of study. The Faculty of Science and Agriculture
on the other hand shows higher exclusions in both their first and second years and declines in the latter years of
study. HDSS has the highest exclusion in first year, but across the calendar years, there seems to be a general
consistency in exclusions with a decrease as the years of study increase.
The Faculties with consistently low exclusions are Education and the NRM School of Medicine, the latter with only
5 students having been excluded over all years of study and over all calendar years. Four of these exclusions
occurred in 2008. The very low rates of exclusion warrant further investigation into this noteworthy trend, and it
remains to be seen whether the increasing numbers of exclusions in 2008 indicate a move towards increasing
exclusions in general.

4.1.2 Exclusions by Race:
There was a largely consistent pattern across different Faculties in terms of exclusions by race with overall
exclusions being highest for African students at about 3% and lowest for White students at 1%.
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Fig 2: Average Percentage of Registered Student Excluded 2006‐2008 by Race and Faculty
Source: DMI Exclusions by Race
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In Engineering, exclusions for African students was highest (8%), Coloured and Indian students had the same
exclusion rates (5%), and the lowest was for White students (2%). In all categories the exclusions rate in
Engineering was higher than in other Faculties. A similar trend is also observed in the Faculty of Science and
Agriculture with exclusions being lowest for White students (1%), and highest for African students (4%), with
exclusions of Coloured and Indians (3%) being similar to one another.
Management Studies seems to have experienced an increase in exclusions over the calendar years with the highest
percentages for African students and lowest for White students. In the Law faculty, the percentage exclusions
were slightly higher for African and Indian students. HDSS had the lowest exclusion rates for White students and is
consistent at 2% across other categories.
In the Health Sciences, the highest rates were amongst African and Coloured students and lowest amongst White
students. The figures show a pattern break in 2007 with higher exclusions across all groups. Medical School has
virtually no exclusions across all categories but the Faculty has begun excluding students with 4 (1%) African
students having been excluded in 2008. Like the Medical School, Education has consistently low exclusions across
racial categories.

4.1.3 Exclusions by Gender:
In terms of gender representation in UKZN Faculties, female students outnumber males, and in many instances
markedly so with the exception of Science & Agriculture and Engineering. Across faculties, more males were
excluded than females. There were high exclusion rates for both categories in Engineering averaging 5% per year
for females and 6% for males, and in Science & Agriculture at 3% for females and 4% for males. Exclusions were
similar for both categories in the Faculties of Law, Management Studies, Education and the School of Medicine.
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4.2. DROPOUT DATA
While exclusions refer to students who are excluded by the university on academic grounds, dropouts refers to
students who are not excluded but do not register in subsequent years and do graduate in the qualification for
which they registered. The problem of dropout is allied to exclusion since both represent a “loss” in some sense to
the university. The data on student dropout rates shows this to be a significantly greater problem at about 8% per
year than exclusions. When combining dropout figures with those of students who were excluded and not
readmitted, this figure rises to 10% of students. In 2008 this combined figure represented a total of 2479 or 11% of
registered undergraduate students in the 3 and 4‐year undergraduate degrees.
It is also apparent from the data that some Faculties with lower exclusions have higher dropouts. The Faculty of
HDSS has the highest dropout rate at 10%, followed by Managements Studies and Law (9%), and all three have
exclusions of 2%. The Faculties of Engineering and Science and Agriculture follow with 7%, and then Education (6%)
while the School of Medicine has the lowest dropout rate of 1%. The dropout phenomenon which has perhaps
hitherto been masked by a focus on exclusions indicates that this is an area that warrants further investigation,
especially since the data could be confounded by factors such as students who might be taking a “gap year”. The
data could also include academically competent students with financial or personal difficulties or those who have
changed Faculty or university. A more fine‐grained analysis of the dropout phenomenon could inform more
strategic decisions around the challenges of retention and throughput within the institution, especially for
students in later years of study rather than focusing predominantly on entry, access or “at risk” students. Most
Faculties acknowledged that while their dropout rates are within the overall institutional range, these rates are
unacceptably high. However, faculties were not in a position to provide comparative data across other institutions
as such data is not easily accessible or available.

4.2.1 Drop outs by year of study:
Generally, dropouts are highest among students in their first year of study. The Faculty of HDSS had the highest
dropouts in the first year of study (13%), followed by Science and Agriculture (11%). Similarly the Faculties of
Engineering and Law, with the same rates ranked third (11%). Management Studies was unusual in that it was the
only faculty that recorded the highest rates of student dropout in the third year of study (10%), though the first
year was also high (9%). The Faculties of Education and Health Sciences had similar first year dropout figures (7%)
and Medical School showed the lowest dropout (1%).
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Fig 3: Average Percentage of Registered Students Dropout 2006‐2008 by Year of Study and Faculty
Source: DMI Dropout by Year of Study
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For the second year of study, Law had the highest dropout rate (11%) which was as high as its first year dropouts.
Engineering and Humanities have the next highest rates (8%) for second year studies followed by Management
Studies (7%) and Science and Agriculture (4%). Again, Education and Health Sciences had lower rates (3%) than the
other faculties, with Medical School having the lowest.
The only Faculty with the highest drop‐out rates in the third year of study was Management Studies, though this
trend shows signs of having been reversed in 2008 where its first year dropout was a high of 11% and 9% in the
third year of study. The next highest dropout in the third year of study was HDSS (8%) followed by Science and
Agriculture (5%). Of the 4 year degrees, the dropout from the third year, showed Law to be highest (7%) followed
by Education at 4%, and Engineering and Health Sciences at 3%. Medical School once again had the lowest.
In the 4‐year degrees, Education had as high a dropout as its first year as its fourth year of study and together with
Law showed the highest dropout rates at 7%. Humanities stood at 6%, followed by Science and Agriculture and
then Engineering. Management Studies is at 2% with Health Sciences and Medical School having the lowest rate at
1%.
It may be useful to track and analyse the student dropouts for the 3‐year and 4‐year degrees separately to
determine emerging trends. In the 3 year degrees, the dropout rates for HDSS demonstrate a decrease across
years of study, and are consistent across the calendar years. Science and Agriculture have a high number of first
year drop outs, after which the numbers diminish, although with a slightly lower number in second year drop outs.
Across the calendar years there is a fluctuating rate within each of the years of study. For Management Studies,
however, rates are highest in year one and year three.
Among the 4‐year degrees, the rate of dropout diminishes in Engineering over years of study, fluctuating across
the calendar years. This trend is reflected also in Law and the Health Sciences. Education dropout rates are high in
the first year and in the fourth year, whilst remaining steady in years two and three. The School of Medicine was
reasonably consistent and low over all years, peaking in the 6th year.
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4.2.2 Drop out by Race:
In terms of race, dropouts were highest for African students in the College of Law and Management Studies (11%)
and highest for White students in the College of Humanities (HDSS‐11%; Education‐9%). Overall dropouts appear
to be highest for Coloured students and lowest for Indian students.
The variation in rates across categories was not particularly wide for Engineering which showed consistency across
all race categories while in Science and Agriculture, Coloured students had the highest dropout rates, followed by
African students, and then Indians and Whites with the same dropout rates.
The Education faculty showed the highest dropout rates for Whites, then Coloureds, Indians and Africans in that
order. Humanities reflected a similar pattern with the highest rates for Coloured and Whites, followed by Indians
and Africans.
Fig 4: Average Percentage of Registered Student Dropout 2006‐2008 by Race and Faculty
Source: DMI Dropout by Race
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African students in Law had the highest dropout rate, followed by coloured, whites and Indians. Management
Studies had the highest dropout rates amongst the coloured students, then Africans, whites and Indians. Health
Sciences showed the highest dropout rates amongst coloureds, the same rates for whites and Africans, then
Indians. Medical school had a 2% drop out rate for African students.

4.2.3 Drop out by gender:
Both Engineering and the Health Sciences had the same dropout rates for men and women students. In all other
faculties the dropout rates were higher for men than for women.
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5. ANALYSIS OF FACULTY RESPONSES
In order to obtain an understanding of the exclusions and dropout phenomena through the perspectives of
Faculties, each Faculty was asked to interpret and provide explanations for the data. Indications are that this type
of data interrogation proved very useful and this exercise needs to be done on a regular basis.
It was hoped that Faculties would compare their data with other institutions. However, it appears that such data is
not readily available or readily shared and Faculties will need support to acquire this data.
Most Faculties used the opportunity to make comparisons with other Faculties within the university. Some
comments indicate that such comparisons need to be made cautiously, as specific factors such as degree length
and admission criteria must be taken into account for comparisons to be valid and useful. Additionally,
explanations should have an evidential basis. With the exception of Management Studies and Education, other
Faculties had not carried out research in order to establish reasons for drop‐outs, but did indicate their intention
to engage in such research.
A range of reasons for exclusions and drop‐out rates were provided. These are discussed in more detail below per
Faculty together with an indication of interventions that are in place to provide academic support to students.

5.1 Engineering
The Engineering Faculty indicates that their exclusion rate is high, relative to other faculties, but their combined
exclusions and drop‐outs is not significantly higher than other Faculties, especially those which have programmes
with comparable level of mathematical sciences. In addition, an Engineering bachelors degree has 50% more
credits than a normal bachelors degree and these are delivered with a (per semester) credit loading, typically
12.5% above a normal bachelors degree. The lack of finances is cited as a significant factor in exclusion and
dropout and the Faculty observes from the FAECOM processes that many students are excluded or drop out as a
result of not being able to afford university study 2 .
Interventions in this Faculty include well established Academic Support Programmes with Academic Development
Officers. It notes that the performance of students participating in Supplemental Instruction (SI) is on average
better than non‐participating students. Future plans include early redirection of under‐performing students to
other faculties, tightening up monitoring of (red) students and devoting more effort to ensuring that students
avoid the FPMA code. The Faculty notes that the Matric certificate is a poor predictor of performance, but the
academic risk for students with fewer than 40 points is higher and it therefore has no intention of changing its
selection criteria. Other challenges include the problem of attracting staff and the consequent serious
understaffing, with some programmes having only 50% of their staff complement.
Other interventions include the Faculty’s plan to undertake a deeper analysis of:
 excluded students to determine which students, which levels, which modules are problematic,
 the relevance of all pre and co‐requisites
 mathematics student performance
 design of a common curriculum for all first year students and the possibilities for an expanded 5 year
undergraduate degree
 the possibilities for articulation with DUT
2

See also: Du Toit, R. & Roodt, J. (2009) Engineering professionals. In: Erasmus, J. & Breier, M. (eds). Skills shortages in South Africa: case
studies of key professions. Cape Town: HSRC Press. 75‐112
Letseka, M. & Maile, S. (2008) High university drop‐out rates: a threat to South Africa’s future, HSRC Policy Brief, South Africa

Report on Student Exclusions and Dropout (2006‐2008)

11

5.2 Management Studies
After interrogating its Faculty data, Management Studies notes that it has the highest rate of graduation, has
similar rates of exclusions and drop‐outs as other faculties in the university but a higher percentage BCom 4 drop‐
out. Students with 30‐39 points constitute the largest percentage excluded while the majority drop‐outs occur in
BCom (Accounting) and those registered for the BCom experiencing the second highest exclusions. This trend also
applies to students with 40 to 49 Matric points.
The Faculty suggests that further interrogation with respect to degree, date of registration and matric points
reveals that the data is inflated by around 25% that are “pipeline” students as indicated by registration numbers
“204” or below. The drop out and exclusions may be explained by the tendency for students to choose a degree in
which they are unable to cope with the subject content but are under pressure to pursue career path with high
earning potential.
The Faculty conducted a survey of all student dropouts via SMS to establish reasons for non‐registration in 2009.
Of the 83 who responded, 42% were in process/intending to register and 32.5% gave financial/personal problems
as reasons for dropping out.
The Faculty’s interventions include referring students for counseling (financial, personal, academic). Students
requiring assistance in the specific disciplines have access to Academic Development Officers (ADOs) who offer
workshops and individual assistance. In addition, first year students go through a life skills programme and a
writing centre is available for those requiring academic literacy assistance, although large student numbers limits
the capacity if this facility.
Its future plans are to bridge the gap between high school and university by providing more ADO driven workshops
to first year students, provide more assistance to students in residence and to provide higher levels of language
support for students.

5.3 Health Sciences
In providing an analysis of its Faculty data, Health Science notes that it “is unequivocally committed to creating an
enabling, nurturing and supportive academic environment and considers student care and progress in a holistic
manner”. Every Discipline has an Academic Development ‘service’, which makes various tailor‐made academic
support services available to students in their respective Disciplines. Student mentors are also available to students
especially during their first year.
Exclusions and drop‐outs have remained relatively stable and are consistently lower than other Faculties. It
ascribes this stability to its clear and careful selection and admission policies to ensure that students gain entry
into the programme appropriate for their skills and attributes. The largest number of dropouts occur in Year 1 and
are mainly white/coloured students. The reasons identified include illness, financial problems, poor degree choice,
the tendency to use the faculty as entry point to MBChB.
In its current and future interventions, every student with a Risk code is required to meet with their Programme
Co‐ordinator (or Head of School) to plan a ‘mutually beneficial’ academic assistance and monitoring programme.
This academic assistance will include referral to the AD office in each Discipline and possibly to SCC for
individualized interventions that they can offer. Most Disciplines also manage a class co‐ordinator system (a
specific staff member being allocated responsibility for a cohort) and these staff members would also be requested
to carefully monitor the student
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5.4 Science and Agriculture
The Faculty does not consider its exclusion rate alarming, but acknowledges that the overall exclusion rate of 3%
should be decreased. The reasons advanced for this rate include the legacy of the merger processes and exclusions
of weaker students in the system from the 2004 intake. These numbers also do not reflect the impact of the
Faculty’s “close monitoring of students which has been implemented, and for which there will be a lag before the
effect is apparent”. The Faculty expects the exclusion rate to drop over time.
What is of greater concern to the Faculty is the drop‐out rate of about 7 ‐ 9%. This suggests that, “compounded
over time, it will mean that up to 1/3 of our students are dropping out while in good standing”. The Faculty notes
that it needs to understand exactly what dropout means and whether “dropouts” in good standing that have
registered in another Faculty within the University or transferred to another University (e.g. Wits and UCT Medical
School, UCT Actuarial Science and Veterinary Schools).
The challenges identified include a number of university‐wide issues such as lack of residence space, inadequate
transport, lack of study venues, inadequate financing of studies and unsatisfactory financial clearance processes.
Interventions include a wide range of support programmes and ongoing monitoring and support, including
research findings from a survey (as part of a response to GAFC/Transformation Report) which may have identified
aspects that need addressing.
5.5 Humanities
th
nd
Exclusions are equal to the average percentage for university and 4 in Faculty ranking while graduation rate is 2
highest in the university. This Faculty has the highest drop‐out rate which it considers unacceptable.

The Faculty cites several contributory factors for their dropout rates, the most important of which is the large
proportion of students who register in HDSS as a ‘back‐door’ strategy for subsequent entry into other faculties
such as Law and to Management Studies, but sometimes also to Health Sciences. These students do not have the
required entry requirements for the faculty of their choice so register in HDSS and for cognate disciplines, such as
Legal Studies, which will, if they perform well, permit them to change faculties in the future.
For some students HDSS is their last hope as they have either been excluded from other faculties or have not done
well and wish to change direction. As these students are frequently weak they may very well not perform well in
HDSS as well, especially as there is a resistance to break with their previous faculty. Too often they attempt to
register for modules related to disciplines in a sister faculty. This is particularly the case with former Management
Studies students.
HDSS takes in large number of students from designated groups, and in particularly African students who come
from a background of poverty, frequently from a rural community. There is also the tendency of the “mass‐group
syndrome. That is, students following the crowd and flocking into a narrow range of modules and disciplines”.
Since there is no capping of numbers and because of budget restraints, tutorial classes in some of these modules
are too big to ameliorate the plight these weak students face.
Future solutions include the following:
 expanding the student mentor/mentee project which is funded partly by the Dean of Students and partly
by HDSS
 amalgamating the mentor programme with the faculty‐funded Writing Place scheme
 reducing the total undergraduate intake to the Faculty of Humanities, Development and Social Sciences
and to increasingly specialise on individual campuses so that duplication is less prevalent
 supporting the introduction of a new four‐year primary degree with an integrated retention curriculum as
successfully piloted by HDSS in Pietermaritzburg, but with an added fast‐tracking path.
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5.6 Law
In its response, the Faculty of Law challenges the usefulness of assembling data as a means of comparing the
performance of different faculties, and the use of the total number of undergraduate students registered with
each faculty “as an apparent comparator with the number of graduating students”. The Faculty suggests that it
would be more useful to have the percentage of students who complete degree in minimum time and suggests
that exclusions below the norm needed to be interrogated. It is the view of the Faculty that exclusion percentages
below the norm require as much interrogation as those which exceed it. “Whilst skilful and innovative means of
tuition may be responsible for good results, poor standards are also a danger”.
However, the Faculty excludes relatively fewer students than most other Faculties but notes that the 2‐4% drop‐
outs are more of a problem. The reasons offered include lack of finance and unavailability of bursaries, poor
degree choice and poor student work ethic. Its challenges include lack of resources needed for proper research
into reasons for high dropout rates.
5.7 Medicine
The Faculty’s low exclusion rate is ascribed to stringent selection criteria and more rigorous assessment strategies.
While the rate of exclusion is not significant, the trend does show an increasing rate with dropouts higher in
clinical years. The Faculty’s selection criteria make provision for equitable racial representation. However, despite
academic support and mentoring programmes, performance is racially skewed with White and Indian students
performing better. Possible causes are financial and incompatibility between students and the programme. It plans
to strengthen its Academic Development offerings as it anticipates an increase in exclusions and drop‐outs in the
future.
5.8 Education
The Faculty questions the reliability of DMI statistics which does not tally with its own records which show lower
levels of exclusions. There is an imbalance with respect to exclusion of African students while more females than
males dropping out indicating perhaps a change in attitude, that is, teaching is no longer considered profession for
women. The Faculty indicates that the fact of more women dropping out can be attributed to “asymmetrical
structures of inequality and, often, domination prevalent in our society”.
The higher drop‐out in year 1 and year 4 is ascribed to the particular demands of these years. Research carried by
the Faculty includes telephonic interviews which reveal that the reasons for high drop‐out rate include change of
degree/institution, change in family/financial circumstances, geographical changes, and broader societal factors.
The reasons offered for exclusions include poor academic performance and failure to adhere to monitoring
protocols. Interventions include rigorous exclusion rules and monitoring processes with plans for career counseling
to address special needs students, financial aid, in‐depth analysis of drop‐outs, more support for students at risk of
dropping‐out.

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS
The exclusion and dropout data were presented at the Executive‐ Deans Forum (6 August 2009) for discussion. In
summarising the trends discernible from the data the following was noted:
 There were more dropouts at 7‐8% than exclusions at 2‐3%
 The percentages across years and faculties were relatively constant.
 Most students were lost in the first year
It was noted further that a great deal of time was spent on exclusions and there was a need to consider the
possibility that inadequate attention was being accorded to dropouts as the more serious problem. Some of the
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reasons speculated on for why students in good standing leave the university include financial reasons; preference
for other universities; pursuing degrees not offered by our university as well as other social factors.
Faculty responses point to a range of factors, which are identified as contributory to exclusions and dropouts.
These relate to a broad range of factors from the university environment to student factors:
 the availability of conducive learning environments in which students can work and socialize
 the impact of residences as learning spaces,
 overcrowded lecture and seminar venues
 the availability of transport and security
 difficulties in recruiting and retaining qualified staff in certain disciplines
 social and psychological challenges (e.g. health, preganancy etc)
 socio‐economic factors (e.g. having to work, support families, etc)
 unsatisfactory schooling background and weak predictability of Grade 12 results for university study
 strategic study choices students make (e.g. gaining access to one degree in order to migrate to another)
 inappropriate choices by students due to lack of knowledge or ability
 students not accessing and fully utilising support provided by faculties
Most Faculties indicated that they had certain support mechanisms in place broadly intended to assist students
identified as “at risk”. These include:
 the appointment of Academic Development Officers who had specific briefs to work with students at risk,
 the existence of Supplemental Instruction, Writing Centres and other similar initiatives
 student mentoring programmes in some Faculties
 the recently established academic monitoring and support portfolio funded through the DOE Teaching
Development Grant from UTLO is being implemented in Faculties
Faculties identify funding and resources necessary for such initiatives as a challenge. A further report on academic
monitoring and support is expected to be tabled by all faculties at their respective Academic Affairs Board early in
2010. Senate Minutes 11 March 2009:
“4.2
Academic monitoring and support systems to be reviewed and evaluated annually by each Faculty and a
report submitted to their respective Academic Affairs Board to be forwarded to the first UTLC of the following year in
order for UTLC to provide a report for Senate to assess exclusions and throughput on an ongoing basis.”

Whilst the focus is often on access and on exclusions and “at risk” students, evidence points to the inadequate
focus on retention and support for students who have stronger chances of success and for the most efficient use of
resources. The phenomenon of dropout has not received adequate attention and this report signals the need for
more specific attention and investigation in the future.

7. RECOMMENDATIONS
Three key recommendations emerge from this report:
7.1 Since DMI is the university data repository, and provides the official statistics, the data from DMI will be the
source of data for all reports. Both Faculties and DMI must ensure the accuracy and reliability of system data.
7.2 The one important trend that has emerged from this investigation is that while the issue of exclusions will be
an ongoing concern and requires monitoring to ensure it does not increase, the evidence shows that dropouts
constitute more of a problem for the university. Faculties should undertake an investigation into the issue of
dropouts including a cohort analysis and possible measures for reducing these in a report to UTLC in order for
UTLC to table a follow‐up report on dropouts for senate in 2010.
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7.3 Faculties were unable to provide comparative data on exclusions and dropouts from their cognate faculties in
other institutions and several commented on the inability to source such information. UTLC and UTLO undertakes
to assist faculties in this regard.
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