so naturally the percentage of Asian students is
higher than the percentage of Asians in the general
population. Their numbers are declining, however,
but whether this is due to university or government
policy, or other factors is not clear.
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A clear trend from 1970 on is the rise in the

percentage of new students aged 25 and over {figure
8). This is not distributed over the whols university
put is fargely in the Arts facully. The trend cannot
continue at the same rate for much longer, at teast in
the Arts faculty, and the changing age distribution of
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new students especially in some other faculties will
be interesting to monitor. 1 will also be important to
determine the reasons for atiendance of these
mature studenis and their expectations. If mature
students are o become a significant component of
the student body, their different values,
expectations, maturity, elc, will have important
implications for fulure curricuta in tertiary education.

3. Some Conclusions

These resulis show that there continues 1o be
considerable incidence of oversepresentation and
under-representation  of some groups in  the
community in the student intake at Monash
University. For some groups {in particular females
and mature students) there is evidence of & trend
towards more equifable representation. On the basis
of this data, it would be difficuit to attribute these
changes to the abotition of fees. The trends existed
before the time of fee abolition. This emphasises the
need for longitudinal data for this type of analysis.
For example if one only had the 1974-1975 data for
the increase In mature age siudents, it would be very
easy to make the simplistic causal explanation that
the increases are due to fee abolition. In fact, as
Figure 8 shows, this trend has existed since 1870,

On the other hand, these results show no evidence of
change in participation rates by groups that would be
expected to be influenced by fee abolition. For
example the children of craftsmen/iabourers remain
significantly under-represented white the children of
nrofessional  and  executive parents remain
signiticantly overrepresented.

A possible explanation for this is that for Monash
tand perhaps for tertiary institutions like Monash}
hiases inherent in the selection procedures are more
important barriers 10 some communily groups than
finangial barriers. If this is so. then if we do wish to
widen the tertiary franchise we will need to adjusi the
selection procedure (for example, along the lHines
suggested by Fensham (18973 in addition to the
removal of fees. The cost of this in terms of lowering
of standards is likely 1o be negligible (see West and
Slamowicz (1978)).
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UNIVERSITY COURSES —~ FIXED OR ADAPTIVE?

H. Maddox”™

The Growth of Higher Education

Of the 1,500,000 people In the 17-22 year age group
approximately 10 %, some 150,000, are now enrolled
for University undergraduate courses, either full-time
or part-time. The demand for University places began
to increase strongty in the 1950's. The main causes,
in Australia as elsewhere, of this greater public
appetite for higher education were the increase in
knowledge, especially in sclentific knowledge, rising
educalional standards and rising job qualifications;
the high birth rates of the post war years: and above
all, increases in family finances which enabled the
period of education to be extended. Other factors,
neculiar to Ausiralia, have been a high immigration
rate and the training ¢f many Asian students.

Ausiralian egalitarianism has insisted that all
qualified applicants should have the chance of going
to a University if they wish. But in spite of the
foundation of new Universities, enrolments expanded
lo such an extent that guotas had to be introduced in
some Universities in 1960. But many Facullies
continued to admit all qualified applicants. As a
result of this fairly free entry, failure rates in the first
year at Unijversities have always been high,
sometimes of the order of 4G-50% .

The increase of enroiments has been greatest in
Arts-lype Faculties, which do not demand a high
standard of technical preparation. This imbalance is
in line with world trends, and results from the more
exacting and iaboricus requirements in Science and
Technology."*

Observers of the tertiary scene have thought that the
targer Metropolitan Universities have had 1o atternpt
too many tasks, and thal they have been able to do
few of them well. They train large undergraduate
classes (some first year classes are over a thousand
strong;, and as well as carrying on a tradition of
knowledge and scholarship, thaey give professional
training in law, medicine, engineering, technology
and business. They also offer parttime degree
courses on a unit system to trainees from industry,
commerce and the Public Service. They offer
postgraduale training and they undertake
fundamental research. In addition they serve as
cultural centres and forums for discussion. These
diverse lasks exiend the Universities' resources, and
in some tocalities there is still a dearth of alternative
or supporting institutions.

Educatinn Research and  Services Ul Univarsidy o)
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In 1964 the Martin Commitiee thought that many
students attempted University courses who would
have been better provided for 'in institutions offering
courses of different orientation, and less exacting
academically’. The Commities report reiterates that
(a) the general run of pass-degree students are not
well catered for in many University departments.
{b)y University courses are 1{co abstraci and
theoretical to meet the day to day demand of
industry and commerce.
it does seem to be true that when instiiutions are up-
graded to University status their courses become too
difficull for many middling students; and since they
tend to be taught by research-oriented Ph.D's., their
content can become remote from the every-day world
of industry, commerce and agriculture. Therefore
their middling students struggie through theoretical
courses that they do not fully undersiand, while their
cleverer studentis aspire to do higher teaching or
research themselves, and are often prepared to
migrate from their native shores rather than take on
the necessary but unexciting jobs which do not mest
their intellectual aspirations.

As a result of such considerations, the
Commonwealth Advisory Commitlee on Advanced
Cducation recommaended, in 1968, financial support
for new tertiary institutions — the Colleges of
Advanced Education. And at that time it was the
Government's intention that, by 1975, as many
tertiary students would be enrolled in the non-
University sector as in the Universities. But these
intentions have not yet been realised, and CA. E.
enrolments are still only about half of the University
enralments.

Meanwhile, although the size of the 17-22 age group
will level oul in the coming years, the proportions of
students staying on at school to the sixth form is
likely to increase. {In N.8.W. the holding power of
Government schools in 1973 was estimated at 34%
for boys and 30% for girisy. And thus the Chairman of
the Universities Commission” expects that demand
for University places is still likely 1o increase at
between 3-6% per year in the foreseeable future. At
the same time, intake is to be pegged ai the 1976
level. Universities will therefore be forced, yet again,
to be more selective in their admissions, - although
now the C.AE's will provide an acceptable, and
perhaps for many a more functional alternative to the
University.

Belween 1951 and 1961 the minimum time graduation
rate for full-lime students changed very litile —

= gor Petes Karmei raporied n the Agstraian 7th Juty, 1976




improving shghilty from 35% to 37%%1. But in thal
period the percentage of the age group entering
Universities {about 5%) changed very little, In ihis
period it rmay well have been true that entry was so
selective that further selection would not have
improved the quality of entrants. But it does not
follow that now, when 10% of the age group are
admitted, thal seleciion would be egually ineffective.
There is a well-established relationship between the
selactivity of Universities and their graduation rates.

The Efficiency of Selection

The questions that now arise are firstly, if
Universities are to become more selective, whether
they are likely to have sufficient predictive
information about candidates to enable them to do
s0; and secondly how many students should enter
Unlversities and how many should enter other forms
of tertiary education.

The prediction of academic success, according to
accepted doctrine, is necessarily actuarial. Of those
from a given H.5.C. level a certain percentags will
pass and a certain percentage will fail. For example
O'Neil gave these results for the Science facully at
Sydney:

l.eaving Certificate Marks and First Year Pass Rales

{1966)
Aggregate Marks n % Pass
460 & above 5 100
440-459 17 100
420-439 19 95
400-419 35 a7
380-399 61 90
360-379 84 78
340-359 101 71
320-339 104 54
300-319 30 33
436

If those scoring below 340 had not been admitted 134
would have been excluded. Of these 68 would have
fatied, but 66 would have passed. That is, a more rigid
selection averis the entry of failing students only at
the cost of exiuding a similar number of passing
students. At the same time, when the percentage
passing from a given H.5.C, class interval falls below
50 %, to exclude those in the class interval at least
ensures that the “reject-fails” exceed the “reject-
passes’ — (although this is perhaps small comfort to
the excluded individuals who are capable of passing).

Moreover as increasing proportions of the age group
altempt to enter Universities the numbers applying
for entry from marginal levels of attainment will
increase. The foliowing refationship of H.8.C. and

tThe 1961 study, Department of Education and Szence, Canbera 1971

WL O Nl Selection for the Uniwersity, Universily ol Sydney News
vl 3 No B ARl 18, 1973
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first year performances has recently been observed on
one Faculty:

H.5.C. Pass Rate

n 9
700 o 8 1G0
£21-680 39 42
581-620 a4 a3
520-580 a8 34
Below 520 26 4

This is an extreme and perhaps not typical case since
first year performance in the Facully depends very
much on having taken Science and Mathematics
subjects at school to 2F level, and nong of those
scoring below 520 had in fact done so. But it
iHustrates that some studenis are admitted to
Universities, because places are available, whosea
fatlure coutd have been predicted wiih almost total
certainty. And indeed it appears that Universities,
while taking for granted certain tevels of preparation,
do not always insist on them in their admissions
requirements. It seems wrong, both for the individual
and for the institulion, to admit such poorly gualified
students, unless the Universily is prepared to give
them bridging or remedial courses, or to adapt its
courses to them.

The Numbers Capable of Passing University Courses
In a demoecratic society which beleives that ali should
proceed in education as far as they can go, many
aspire to higher levels than they are capable of
reaching. individuals sesk (o go o the University as a
result of school attainments, inierests, ambitions
and family expectations., Governments on the other
hand are more concerned with the need for varicus
kinds of skilled manpower in the economy.
Universities themselves judge enirants on  their
ability 10 cope with their existing courses. Selection
is selection for a ‘fixed treaiment’. And so far
Australian Universities tend to resist any call o adapt
their courses to the abilities of entering students. In
the U.S.A. on the other hand many University courses -
are designed to deal with ‘variable input
competencies’, and treatments are adjustable to
individual entrants.

in the past the supposed distribution of inteiligence
was thought io define the proportion of the
population having the requisite talent to complele a
University course, Since having an 1Q of 120 in fact
means being around the 90th percentile for measured
intelligence, and if ondy 10% of the age group can be
admitted to the University, it might seem to follow
that onty those above 10 120 should be admitted to a
University. But measured intelligence is no guarantee
academic sugcess, and the relationship between 1Q
and achievement s only moderale. (There will

nevertheless be an [Q level below which the
individual has no chance of success)

Attainment marks, such as the H.85.C. aggregate, are
maore closely related to University performance. Such
marks are a joint measure both of aplitude and of
willingness o wark and study. It is usual to play
down the correlation between H.8.C. marks and first
year performance, but in Science subjects this can be
as nigh as 0.7, which, given the restricted range of
talent and given the ditferent conditions of study at
school and University is surprisingly high. Moreover
at the lower end of the H.5.C. distribution, in the
ragion in which admissicns decisions are mads, the
relationship is often much sironger than it is cver the
middle range of H.5.C. marks.

Onr the basis of resuits at the University of Sydney,
O'Neil suggesied that students should not be
admitied with an H.8.C. aggregate less than 530, and
guoted some empiricat evidence for such a cut-off.
Now a NSW. HS.C. aggregate of 530 is
approximately eguivalent to the 75th percentile, that
is it delineates the upper 25% of those taking the
examination. f we assume that approximately 25%
of the age group were taking H.5.C. at the time of this
study, then only the top quarter of this selected 25 %
— oniy about 6.3% of the total population would
have had an aggregate as high as 530.

H this reasoning is accepted it would suggest that
onty some 6% of the population are capable of
coping with Universily courses as at present
constituied. But the oid ‘pocl of ability’ idea has been
discredited. Academic performance does not depend
on a fixed pool of ability. The genes set sorme limits
to mental ability, no doubt, bul performance depends
just as much on work and motivation, and alsc on a
good school training and specific preparation in
refevant subjects. After reviswing the evidence about
the distribution of abilily, Vernon* concluded that
perhaps 15% of the population had the reguisite
inteliectual ability to tackie a University course. But
that the limiting factor was more likely io be a lack
not of ability, but of sufficient purpose, drive and
persistence to stay the course. And before
conciuding that Universities draw on a fixed pool of
ability it is as well to remember that there has always
been differential entry to the University by sex, social
class, school, ethnicity, and urban-rural residence;
and that social educational and financial barriers
always prevent some able individuals from entering
higher education.t

Nevertheless, without subscribing to ‘more means
warse', as the proportion of age group entering
Universities approaches 10%. there are increasing
numbers of students who are unable to mest the

CPOE Vernon, The Poot of Alihity, Soowiogical Review Monograph Mo
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standards required. because they lack ability,
mativation and appropriate training. The onus is then
on the Universitizs 1o convince these students thaf
they are altempting courses to which they are
unsuiied.

Many University staff have few quaims about failing
students in frst vear. Given the system of free
access, they argue that it is necessary to discourage
those who have not the ‘potential’ 1o succeed in their
course, and that 1o pass some of the weaker
candidates would only postpone the academic
problermn to later vears of the course. Such a ‘hard’
response is indeed to some extent justified by the
high relation between performance in first year and
performance in later years,

Bul it is a response which conficts with many
egalitarian beliefs. Lower down the educalional
ladder, in the schools, progressive educators
advocate a more aggressive attack on individual
differences in attainment. Many believe that, given
time, remedial training and carefully graded and
sequenced instructicn, most people of ordinary
intefligence can reach acceptable levels of
knowledge and skill in almost any sphere. In many
ways this is a fine credo, but {1 is not one which is
widely observed in universitias.

And indeed Universities may be right in their refusal
io give supportive treatment to weak students. Given
time and effort it would be possible (o increase pass
rates, and to ensure that almost all studenis reached
acceptable levels of training., But one of the aimost
forgotten findings of an eariier generation of
educationalists is that the maore intelligent students
are able to make belter use of thelr acquired
knowledge than others. The important thing is not
whai studenis know, but what they can do with what
they know.

“The brighier students can make wider use of their

acquisition than duller students. Brightness, indeed,

means in a considerable measyre sensitivity 1o the
factors or principles which are common {0 many
situations. Not enty do the bright studentis isolale the
essential elements in learning more quickly, but they
also perceive more acutety the same elements in new
settings. Transfer of experience therefore occurs
more fuily among bright than among dull individuals;
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it is in  considerable determined by

intelligence”.”

degree

The general truth of this statement has never been
disproven, although the notfion of general
intelligence has been somewhat eroded. It suggesis
that the less intelligent undergraduates, aithough
they may be able to achieve pass marks, may often be
unable to make use of the abstract and theoretical
formulations of many senior undergraduate courseas.
When senior undergraduates are interviewed,
perhaps a third of them say that they do not fully
understand their courses. They attend lectures which
they seldom or naver understand. They cannot see
the point of theoretical courses, cannot see their
vocational applications, and doubt that they will ever
need them in their fulure careers. With these
attitudes and with these difficulties in
understanding, the chances of intelligent application
are small.

Difficutty Levels of Universily Courses

it courses are too absiract and difficult for

substantial minorities, then there are a number of

possibilities of action:

(1) Universities should be more seiective in their
admissions.

(2y The more difficult and theoretical courses
should be made less exacting.

(3) More time and more intensive leaching should
be devoted to the more difficult courses.

(4 The more difficult courses should be made
optichal or should be reserved for the
posigraduale years,

All these possibilities except the first run counter to

traditional thinking: they involve adapting courses io

students, rather than selecting students who can
meet the demands of a fixed courss.

The first possibility might well be appropriate in a
research-oriented department, situated in an area in
which less exacting courses were avallable in
C.AE s,

The second tends to meet with opposition from
academic staff since it suggests lowering standards.
But sometimes subjects are being taught in an
unnecessarily abstract and rigorous way.

The third would be appropriate when the difficuit
course is deemed essential. This tactic is reported to
be surprisingly effective. in the Keller Plan, for
example, and in other modular learning systems in
which 100% mastery of each segment is required, #
is claimed that students get a beiter grasp of
fundamental principles than in conventional courses.

“E. L Thorndike and AL Gates, Elementary Principles of Education
MY, Macmillan 1929

The fourth may be prudent in some branches of
knowledge, which have been subjected o abstract
and mathematical treaiments, which are
exceptiocnally difficult, or only tenucusly related to
practice,

To some extent ail instruction must be adapted to
studenis. An advertised syllabus may nol be fully
covered, certain parts of syilabus which have not
been property understood may not be included in the
examinations, the pass standard may be lenient. {In
the other direction, a fecturer may exiend a syilabus,
set guestions which have not been covered, and mark
examination papers severely )

In a more general way progress through degrees can
be regulated by systems of assessment, and by the
amount of choice allowed in selecting courses as
constiluents of a degree. Pass-rates are increased by
naving term or end-of-iopic rather than end-of-year
examinations; by progressive assessment rather than
by formal examintion; by allowing compensation
when subtopic marks are combined (versus insisting
on a pass in each subtopic); by allowing deferred or
supplementary examinations: and by ailowing
‘standing’ in parts of a subject, versus insisting on
iotal subject repetition it a partis failed.

These arrangemenis clearly facilitate progress
through a degree. Their effect on levels of attainment
is debatable. Fewer students fail under progressive
assessment, for example, than under end-of-year
examinations. But progressive assessment tends to
make students work more regularly, as well as
removing the difficullies associated with a 'grand
final'. Hence improved pass rates may reflect a more
regular pattern of work and a genuine rise in
attainment.

There is evidence that, in going over to a greater
variety of assessment methods, Universities are
reaching a kind of pragmatic adjustiment io the
capabilities of their students. The progess seems o
have gone furtherest in non-professional Faculties. In
these Faculties pass rates have tended to improve in
recent years. But there is little sign of improvement in
many technical and professional Faculties, where the
progress of siudents iowards the degree is still
depressingly slow,
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FAILURE AND WITHDRAWAL:

FLINDERS UNIVERSITY
Peter Sheldrake™

Student ‘Wastage' is a somewhat provocative term,
especially when it is related to the estimated cost of
students’ failure io complete courses (cf. Selby
Smith, 18975). Among the factors thai may contribute
to the dropout rate among students — that is, to the
proporiion of studenis that fall to complete their
degres or diploma studies — are fallure, withdrawal
because the student no longer feels able 1o complete
the course, withdrawal because the student fears
failure, withdrawal for a number of non-academic
reasons (including financial or family matters, health,
or moving to ancther district}, and even withdrawal to
study elsewhere. it is easy in a contexi where a
relatively unselective entry to universities operates to
equate dropoul with faiiure, but to do so masks a far
more complex reality.

In order to establish some of the factors that appear
to contribute  to  university dropout, a small
retrospective study was made of students who left
Flinders University without compleling their degree
course. This study was based on a secrutiny of the
records of g 25% sample of aill studentis who left the
university in the period 1966-1975. The data suggest
an overall figure of around 46% as the dropout or
‘wastage’ rate for the first ten years, compared to the
range of 31-42% quoted by Selby Smith {1975:
however, it is clear that this figure reflects a high

Table 1

STUDENT DROPOUT AT

dropout in the first few years, as the current rale
seems 1o be established in the region of 30-35%:
included in these are several University of Adelaide
medical studenis coming io Flinders for one year
only. Qverall figures are given in Table 1.

in the fight of the expectation that most dropout is a
screening or selection mechanism, Table 1 shows
half of those who dropped out left efther because
they had failed courses (155 - 27.8%), or because they
thought it tikely they could do so {124-22.3%). In
other words, approximately half of the dropouts
apparentlty withdrew for ‘olher reasons'. Further,
while the proportion fo students withdrawing for
‘academic’ reasons ({i.e. failure, or likelihood of
failurey has varied from year to vear, overall there is a
ciear iendency for academic ‘failure’ to be a most
likely reason for non- completion in the earlier years
of the university, and for those withdrawing for ‘other
reasons’ become a more appreciable group in more
recent years. This is the more siriking since the
proportion of withdrawals appears to have decreased
in recent years: in other words, there has been a
significant decrease in the likelihood of academic
failure being the reason for students to dropout.

The changing pattern and incidence of withdrawai
suggests a number of possible conlributing factors

Dropout Rates 1966-1873 Entranis

Withdrawal
Qverall Withdrawai through Withdrawal

Dropout through likelihood forother

Rate fallure of faiiure reasons
1966 42 13 8 21
1987 47 17 13 16
1968 47 15 16 16
1968 50 15 13 22
1970 38 10 15 13
1971 37 9 8 27
1972 33 8 7 18
1973 33 5 3 25
N 547 145 124 278

Figures given as a percentage of total enroiments.
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