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Dropout Policy in Czech Higher 
Education: Can Universities 
Serve Several Masters?
Václav Švec, Aleš Vlk and Šimon Stiburek

Abstract: The purpose of this study is to explore the way higher education insti-
tutions adapt to environmental pressures. These pressures can be represented ei-
ther by various demands or by specific policies. Dropout policy is examined on a 
Czech case study in order to demonstrate that at the end of the day, higher ed-
ucation institutions respond mainly to the most pressing challenges of an eco-
nomic nature in the most rational way. As a result, their traditional mission 
(teaching, research, the third mission), and mainly the social function of the 
higher education system, may be at stake. At the same time, this study illustrates 
how difficult it is to introduce any higher education policy without thorough 
evaluation of other policies in place and of various factors affecting institutional 
behaviour.
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INTRODUCTION

According to Neave, contemporary higher education (HE) is facing an age-old 
dilemma like the legendary Whitechapel tailor: “Can one have both quality and 
width and more especially so when more customers want traditional quality and 
excellence but are no longer prepared to pay the previously going rate?” (Neave, 
1994, p. 115). In other words, as we state in the title of our article: Can universi-
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ties serve several masters? Is it possible for a modern higher education institu-
tion (HEI)1 surrounded by a rapidly changing environment to fulfil its mission 
and to meet expectations that are imposed upon it? We try to tackle this com-
plicated and rather ambitious issue only in a particular segment of a univer-
sity’s teaching mission and social function, namely study success and dropout 
policy2.

Our contribution is focused on study success and/or dropout rates and re-
lated policies. The relevance of this topic in the European context is stressed 
by the increasing attention paid to it by the European Commission (EC, 2003a; 
EC, 2003b; EC, 2005). High dropout and graduate unemployment rates, high 
failure, excessive duration of studies and low attainment levels are perceived 
as expenditure inefficiencies. For this reason, the Directorate General of Edu-
cation and Culture (DG EAC) of the European Commission awarded a research 
assignment on dropout and completion in higher education (HEDOCE) to a 
consortium led by the Center for Higher Education Policy Studies (CHEPS) at 
the University of Twente, the Netherlands, in 20143 to conduct a comparative 
overview of the main policies and measures in 36 countries, including eight in-
depth case studies. 

In the first section of our contribution, a model of organizational behaviour 
by Bunge (1963) and Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) is used to describe how organ-
izations in general respond to environmental pressure. In our specific case of 
higher education, such pressure is represented mainly by higher education pol-
icies and various demands arising at different levels. A key section of our con-
tribution is devoted to a Czech case study. In the discussion section, we relate 
some of our findings back to organizational theory. In the concluding section, 
we present our view on how a contemporary university in the Czech Republic 
might be able to meet all the expectations, implement various policies, adopt 
adequate measures and perform well in all its activities.

1	 The terms “university” and “higher education institution” (HEI) are used as equivalents in this 
text. They represent a higher-profile academic organization offering at least bachelor’s and mas-
ter’s degrees and involved in research as an integral part of its mission.

2	 In our article, dropout policy refers to a policy of reducing the dropout rate or increasing the suc-
cess rate in higher education.

3	 http://www.utwente.nl/bms/cheps/news/CHEPS%20awarded%20two%20new%20projects%20
by%20the%20European%20Commission/
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ORGANIZATIONS UNDER ENVIRONMENTAL PRESSURE

Higher education institutions (HEIs) represent organizations with a longstand-
ing history of searching for truth and maintaining knowledge (Maassen, 1997). 
Nowadays, teaching, research and the “third mission”4 are perceived as the 
core roles of HEIs in the modern society. However, activities contributing to 
their fulfilment can be compromised by external environmental pressures. For 
our inquiry into HEIs’ organizational responses, we use the following concep-
tual framework. 

All organizations, irrespective of field, exist within their specific environ-
ment. Such an environment represents all external forces, factors or conditions 
that provide resources or pose limitations with some degree of impact on the 
organization’s strategies and managerial decisions. There has been a long-term 
consensus about these indisputable facts among all authors from the fields 
of management or organization theory (Hicks & Gullet, 1976; Mintzberg, Ahl-
strand & Lampel, 1998; Thompson & Martin, 2005; Mooradian, Matzler & Ring, 
2012, etc.)

To describe the general options an organization might choose in respond-
ing to external environment, we use the account presented by Bunge (1963). 
The external environment of an organization provides the inputs: resources, 
opportunities, and limits that determine the nature and success of the organi-
zation. The organization is represented by its own internal environment which, 
from the outside, might look like a “black box”. A black box is an object or a 
system seen in terms of its input and output without any knowledge of its in-
ternal workings. Here, it refers to detailed information on processes through 
which institutions and actors affect changes in the organization (Bunge, 1963; 
Zucker, 1991; Trommel & Van der Veen, 1997).

An organization can exist when it provides products or services desired by 
its environment. That means that its activities must be acceptable to the envi-
ronment as it responds to the organization’s outputs. The general options that 
any organization can choose from, according to the conditions in its external 
environment, are described in Figure 1.

4	 A third mission may include regional involvement, technology transfer, supporting innovation 
processes and other important roles of universities. Brennan (2002), for example, adds another 
goal of higher education, which is particularly important for developing countries or countries in 
transition – to contribute to political and social changes through supporting civil society institu-
tions.

Figure 1  General responses of any organization to the inputs of the external 
environment

Input

Response

Significant DestructiveInsignificant

No damages

No response

Organization
destroyed

Flexible
response

Consistent
response

Resistant
response

No response

Organization as the “Black Box”

Source: Adapted from Pfeffer and Salancik (1978), Bunge (1963).

We see different external forces, factors and conditions as inputs to the organi-
zation’s black box. These inputs can be divided into the following categories ac-
cording to their implications:
1.	 insignificant, where no action is required from the organization, as this in-

put represents neither an opportunity nor a threat;
2.	 destructive, where any action is meaningless as whatever the organization 

does will invariably lead to a downfall; and
3.	 significant inputs worth reaction.

Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) claim that organizations can adapt and change to fit 
environmental requirements, or they can attempt to alter the environment so 
that it fits their capabilities. According to this statement we can classify an or-
ganization’s responses as follows (ibid.):
1.	 resistant response, which only preserves the status of the organization;
2.	 flexible response, where organizations adapt and change to fit the envi-

ronmental requirements either (a) negatively – the organization leaves the 
market – or (b) positively – the organization takes the opportunity; and
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3.	 consistent response, by which the organization creates new needs, activi-
ties or products.

The environment in which organizations exist is becoming increasingly turbu-
lent, complex, and fuzzy. According to Oomens and Bosch (1999), “public opin-
ion and individual norms and values have changed, and society’s expectations 
and the demands it makes to companies are now higher than before. Large or-
ganizations are being asked … to pay considerably more attention to the in-
terests of various internal and external stakeholders. These self-appointed 
stakeholders can raise strategic issues which have a serious impact on a com-
pany’s performance...” (p. 49).

If these issues are not properly addressed and managed, they can escalate 
and cause damage to the organization. Starbuck (1965) described the scale of 
such strategic issues: “All aspects of organization which are relevant to adap-
tation”, adding that “one could legitimately discuss everything that has been 
written about organizations” (p. 468). Mintzberg, Ahlstrand and Lampel (1998) 
name a number of fields that provide relevant insights into how organizations 
change: psychology, anthropology, economics, urban planning, military history, 
and also political science with respect to public policy making.

In our study we analyse policies in the field of higher education and var-
ious global demands put on universities as environmental pressures, i.e. ex-
ternal forces, factors or conditions as defined above. The organization which 
is put under outside pressure here refers to a university located in Europe. As 
Enders (2011) states: “Nowhere today is higher education undergoing more 
substantial change than in Europe. As countries pursue policies designed to in-
tegrate their economies, political systems and social structures, it is becoming 
increasingly clear that higher education, research and innovation are critical 
components to fully realizing the potential gains stemming from the changes 
ahead” (p. 1).

It must also be stressed that the external forces represented by stakehold-
ers (see, for example, Freeman, 1984; Mitchell, Angle & Wood, 1997) in higher 
education are much more complex than in any other sector of our society. The 
relationship between HEIs, government and other external actors with direct 
or indirect interest in higher education cannot be looked upon through a sim-
ple consumer-provider analogy. It is a complex interactive policy with many 
different stakeholders participating at various moments and in different ways 
(Maassen, 2000).

DEMANDS ON HIGHER EDUCATION

During the last few decades, traditional higher education systems have been 
under an increasing pressure to meet the demands of society in general. Clark 
(1997) identifies three major sets of demands on higher education:
1.	 a demand for greater access to higher education;
2.	 more qualifications and positions on the labour market require a univer-

sity degree;
3.	 governments as well as other stakeholders expect more efficient behaviour 

of traditional higher education providers; better results should be achieved 
for less input.

Concerning the increased demand for higher education, Mazzarol and Sou-
tar (2001) stress the fact that it has also been driven by the expectation that 
a higher degree would advance the social and economic status of a graduate. 
Also, the demand of higher efficiency has not evolved overnight. An important 
shift started to take place in the mid-1980s as governments made an effort to 
reduce public expenditures. Concepts such as output, productivity and costs 
were introduced into academia (Neave, 1994).

Van der Wende (2003) distinguishes between two main global demands in 
the higher education context. The first is caused by the need for wider access 
to higher education. The number of higher education students worldwide was 
predicted to grow from 97 million in 2000 to 263 million in 2025 (Böhm et al., 
2002). The second global trend can be associated with the transition from post-
industrial to knowledge economies, combined in Western countries with an 
aging population. More diversified and flexible modes of providing higher edu-
cation are needed, including lifelong learning, corporate training, etc.

In the European context, there are also specific factors related to the Eu-
ropean Communities and later to the European Union (EU). Higher education 
has been paid increasing attention by the European Commission as a tool to 
facilitate European integration (Neave, 1995). Since the late 1990s, two major 
developments have been shaping reforms in European higher education sys-
tems. First the Bologna declaration (1999) followed by the Bologna process, 
and second the EU’s Lisbon Strategy (2000) aimed at making HE systems part 
of knowledge-based economies (Enders et al., 2011).

Higher education institutions have been increasingly in the focus of initia-
tives at the EU level. Van Vught (2011) identifies the following issues which are 
most likely to affect the higher education policies and agendas of European in-
stitutions in the near future:
•	 enrolments and labour market needs: to produce sufficient numbers of 

qualified professionals for the labour market;
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•	 research excellence and knowledge transfer: to achieve world-class re-
search excellence by strengthening the research base;

•	 public and private funding: to increase private resources in education and 
research by introducing tuition fees and closer cooperation with business 
and industry, including the knowledge transfer process;

•	 multi-level governance: to shape HE institutions profiles and positions to-
ward academic stratification and regional differentiation.

As a result of various external factors, including policies at the national and EU 
levels, a modern university located in Europe nowadays is facing at least the 
following challenges:
•	 to absorb an increasing number of students while the student body be-

comes more and more heterogeneous in terms of background, abilities and 
expectations;

•	 to maintain the social function of HE in society;
•	 to keep the quality of teaching;
•	 to attract more fee-paying international students in order to compensate 

for the decline of domestic student body;
•	 to meet the rapidly changing requirements of employees;
•	 to achieve excellence in research;
•	 to increase knowledge transfer and commercialization of research outputs;
•	 to demonstrate efficiency.
With respect to the focus of our contribution, we are mainly interested in the 
first three points of the list, which are closely interconnected (absorption, so-
cial function and quality of teaching). These challenges are related to teaching 
performance of higher education institutions, which – according to Cave (1997) 
– can be measured by five different ways: value-added measures, cost meas-
ures, first destination of graduates on the labour market (employability), stu-
dent and peer evaluations, and wastage and completion rates. In our case, we 
choose the latter two rates5 in order to estimate how successful a higher edu-
cation institution is in meeting its objectives with respect to teaching and the 
third mission.

Dropout and study success are becoming the key issues to be addressed in 
order to effectively increase the number of college-educated people in the soci-
ety and ensure vertical social mobility. As many authors state, student dropout 
is significant to higher education systems around the world. Mantz and Ber-

5	 We use the term “dropout” instead of “wastage” in our article (many authors also use terms 
such as attrition, mortality, dismissal, withdrawal or stopout). Furthermore, we prefer the term 
“study success” from “completion rate”. The term “retention” is also used to refer to the ability 
of HE institutions to keep students from their entry until their graduation. Other synonyms in 
the literature include persistence, students’ success, completion or graduation.

nard (2004) explain a dropout policy as a tool focusing on the effectiveness and 
efficiency of an institution or a system of higher education. Wild and Ebbers 
(2002) support this statement as they see dropout rates as important meas-
ures of institutional effectiveness with a broader impact to relevant stakehold-
ers in the higher education system – internal administrators, academic staff, 
taxpayers, legislators, public policy makers, etc. Brunsden et al. (2000) see 
dropout policy as a complex issue affecting the different personal, institutional, 
and societal aspects of higher education, each with its costs and implications to 
all stakeholders. Ozga and Sukhnandan (2004) argue the importance of drop-
out in economic terms – they see it as:
•	 a waste of university resources which are limited;
•	 damage to the institution’s reputation;
•	 a negative long-term influence on attracting new students.

Mantz and Bernard (2004) see the dropout policy in higher education as very 
important from the governmental perspective, mainly for labour market and 
public spending considerations.

On one hand, there is a pressure to widen access as part of the social func-
tion of higher education in the society. On the other hand, due to the increasingly 
heterogeneous student body with respect to background, abilities and expecta-
tion, a rather significant dropout rate has been observed across EU countries.

We can conclude that the dropout issue has been paid growing attention 
with respect to its conceptualization in HE literature as well as at the EU level. 
Through the following Czech case study we would like to take a closer look 
at the national and institutional level to see whether at all, or how, policies to 
combat dropout have been implemented, whether there are any policy deficits 
in this area and possibly what their causes are. 

METHODOLOGY

The case study was carried out in 2014 within the framework of the above-
mentioned pan-European study on dropout and completion in higher ed-
ucation (HEDOCE) assigned by the European Commission. The two major 
deliverables of the study were:
1.	 a comparative overview of the main policies and measures related to re-

ducing dropout rates and increasing completion rates in each of the 36 
countries covered by the study;

2.	 eight national case studies analysing the relationship between the national 
policies and measures in place and system performance.
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The Czech case study was based on desk research (various documents at the 
national and institutional levels), expert interviews and focus groups with var-
ious stakeholders. At the national level, actors from the following institutions 
were approached: the Ministry of Education, the Accreditation Commission (an 
external quality assurance agency), the Higher Education Council and its Stu-
dent Chamber, the Czech Rectors’ Conference, the Parliament of the Czech Re-
public, and selected experts in the field of higher education.

Furthermore, two Czech public universities were selected in order to gain 
more insight into the institutional policies on study success and the ways na-
tional policies affect institutional behaviour and policy implementation. Expert 
interviews and focus groups were conducted with university and faculty man-
agement, student support units, teachers and students. Both of the institutions 
selected are medium-sized universities (10,000 to 25,000 students) with multi-
ple faculties offering programs in a broad range of disciplines. One is located in 
Prague and the other one, with a clear regional profile, is located in a smaller city.

Altogether, the authors conducted eight interviews and one focus group 
with national-level actors, representatives and experts, and ten interviews and 
three focus groups at the level of HEIs. The average length of an interview was 
close to one hour.

Regarding the dropout policies, the only publicly available source of infor-
mation at the moment are the annual reports of individual HEIs, which should 
contain – according to the structure recommended by the Ministry of Educa-
tion, Youth and Sports (MEYS) – at least an elementary overview of dropout 
data and a list of measures adopted by the institution to improve study success.

The data on dropout and completion rates were retrieved from the national 
student register6. In accordance with applicable laws, every HEI is obliged to 
keep a student database for budgetary and statistical purposes. The national 
student register contains the data from individual institutional databases on 
students enrolled at various programs at the bachelor, master or doctoral lev-
els. The data is not publicly available, but the authors were able to work with 
the data in their research study. Due to privacy concerns, only aggregated data 
were available for the analysis, which limited the scope of methods applicable.

Some major limitations of the case study presented should be outlined at 
this stage. First, the study itself was focused primarily on the policies imple-
mented at either the national or the institutional levels. Therefore, data was 
not gathered on questions at the level of individual students including their 
reasons for discontinuation of studies. Second, only public higher education in-
stitutions were taken into account; they constitute a major part of the system 

6	 Sdružené informace matrik studentů (SIMS). 

representing around 88 percent of the total student population. Third, only 
two in-depth case studies were conducted and they could not cover all the dif-
ferent programs and disciplines. Yet to minimize this handicap, intensive anal-
yses of other institutions’ documents were conducted. Fourth, the study was 
focused mainly on the first two academic levels – bachelor and master degree 
programmes. Only limited attention was paid to doctoral (PhD) programmes, 
partly due to the different status of PhD students in various EU countries. It 
must be stressed that a low completion rate in doctoral programmes is viewed 
as problematic, yet the underlying reasons might be partly different from the 
lower-level programmes. 

CASE STUDY: THE CZECH REPUBLIC

Dropout research and policy

Research on students’ dropout and study success is not fully developed in the 
Czech Republic. There are few papers or studies dealing with dropout and re-
tention policy in higher education.

Menclová et al. (2004) discuss the failure rate of freshmen in engineering 
programs. Matějů et al. (2004) look at freshmen at all universities in the Czech 
Republic, while Mouralová and Tomášková (2007) focus on the causes of failure 
at Czech universities in general. All these studies show some important rea-
sons of dropout: student dissatisfaction with the form of teaching or with the 
field of study, a discrepancy between the system of study at secondary school 
and university, lack of skills among students, etc.

Beneš and Závada (2009) found differences in students’ success rates 
across programs, with the lowest rate in bachelor programs. Kleňhová and 
Vojtěch (2011) describe study success across selected fields of higher education. 
Finally, Fučík and Slepičková (2014) recently analysed the reasons for dropout  
through a quantitative study conducted at a Czech university, concluding that 
program-switching and role conflict (family, employment) were the driving 
forces behind most of the of the dropout decisions observed.

As these studies show, dropout and study success, their causes and con-
sequences, and their relationship with other policies and measures represent 
a rather complex issue which has been explored only to a limited extent in the 
context of Czech higher education so far. Dropout policy has neither been ad-
dressed from the institutional point of view, nor has a robust quantitative data-
set been gathered from the student register and interpreted. The aim of this 
study is thus also to contribute to research in this field.
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Specifically in relation to study success, the goal of reducing the drop-
out rates has been stated repeatedly by the MEYS. Already in the HE Strategic 
Plan for 2000–2005, dropout was presented as a problem and individual re-
orientation was proposed as the solution: the plan sought to “accommodate 
all students in case their first choice was not optimal and allow them to reach 
qualification adequate to their competence by changing their educational path-
way.” Inefficiency due to dropout was mentioned as well, both for the govern-
ment (in economic terms) and the student (MEYS, 2000).

As mentioned above, together with other requirements, HEIs are asked to 
publish in their annual reports elementary dropout data and measures taken 
to reduce the rates. However, the report structure set by the MEYS is not oblig-
atory, and no shared definitions of dropout are set for this purpose.

The newly adopted Strategic Plan for 2016–2020 sets improving study suc-
cess as one of the strategic indicators for “Priority Goal 2: Access and Diver-
sity”. The target of the Ministry is for 60% of bachelor’s studies started in 2015 
to be completed successfully by 2020 (MEYS, 2015). As far as the number is 
concerned, the dropout rates at Czech public HEIs increased steadily over the 
last decade, in particular in bachelor’s programs.

Graph 1  Cumulative dropout rate in Czech public HEIs (students admitted from 
2003 to 2013)

2003 2004 2005 2006
Enrolment cohort

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
0 %

10 %

20 %

30 %

40 %

50 %

60 %

1th year 2th year 3th year 4th year 5th year 6th year

Legend: Cumulative dropout rate in full-time undergraduate (3–4 years bachelor’s) and “long cycle” 
(4–6 years integrated master’s) programs at Czech public HEIs for studies started from 2003 to 
2013. The column always represents one cohort of students based on the year when they started 
their studies. “Year 1” stands for the dropout in the first year of studies (typically after the exam 

periods of the first or second semesters) and so on. There are only very few students who drop out 
after the fifth year of studies, so these are not displayed here. Source of data: MEYS, national stu-
dent register.

Out of the 111,831 students who started their bachelor studies in 2009, 41.8 
percent successfully graduated within the prescribed period of studies ex-
tended by one year. The trend seems to continue as among students entering 
bachelor programs in 2013 around 34 percent dropped out after the first year. 

Significant differences can be seen among individual disciplines7 and insti-
tutions and their parts (faculties). Graph 2 shows the cumulative dropout rate 
for master’s programs in the third year of study for the student cohort enter-
ing HE in 2008. For bachelor programs started in 2009 (see above), the num-
bers vary from 8.6 percent at a certain faculty of mechanical engineering and 
87.9 percent at a regional faculty of health care. A success rate higher than 70 
percent can be observed almost exclusively in the fields of medicine and arts. 
Graph 3 shows the cumulative dropout rate in the third year of full-time un-
dergraduate programs (bachelor and integrated master’s) by major disciplines 
from 2003 to 2001.

Graph 2  Cumulative dropout rate in the 3rd year (master’s programs)
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Legend: Cumulative dropout rate in the 3rd year by major disciplines in master’s programs. Source of 
data: MEYS, national student register. 

7	 The terms “discipline” and “field of studies” are used as equivalents in this article.
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Graph 3  Cumulative dropout rate in the 3rd year (bachelor’s and integrated 
master’s programs)
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Legend: Cumulative dropout in the 3rd year of full-time undergraduate and “long cycle” (integrated 
masters) programs at Czech public HEIs for studies started from 2003 to 2011 by major disciplines. 
Source of data: MEYS, national student register.

Context and environmental pressures

In the following part, we introduce the context of the Czech case study in terms 
of selected environmental pressures (including external factors and national 
policies) that seem to affect a large part of the institutional behaviour of Czech 
universities. During our field research, all relevant stakeholders confirmed that 
two factors are always taken into account before almost any step at the institu-
tional level is taken: the funding mechanism and the accreditation/reaccredita-
tion criteria for degree programs.

Since the 1990’s, the funding of HEIs has been based predominantly on the 
number of students and their respective study fields (with bonuses for specific 
programmes such as engineering, natural sciences, medicine or fine and per-
forming arts). Starting from 2010, elements of “quality-based” funding were in-
troduced to reflect research performance, student international mobility and 
unemployment rates of graduates. The ratio between the per-capita versus 

the quality-based elements is 76:24 for 2015, with the latter element growing 
steadily since its introduction.8

Caps are another aspect of the funding mechanism that may affect institu-
tional behaviour. Every year, MEYS sets limits for the state-funded study places 
for each institution, separately in four categories: B1 (first-year bachelor), M1 
(first-year integrated master’s), N1 (first-year master’s), P1 (first-year doc-
toral) and SP2+ (all other students). HEIs are allowed to admit students over 
the limit, but these are not funded. Besides the fact that the number of first-
year dropouts is reflected in the SP2+ cap other developments are also consid-
ered important. First, the MEYS reflects the demographic decline in the B1 and 
M1 limits and reduces them every year. Second, it attempts to reduce the share 
of bachelor-level graduates who continue in a master’s programme9 by reduc-
ing the N1 limits every year as well.

The current accreditation process, which also serves as the main tool of ex-
ternal quality assurance in Czech HE, reflects the quality of teaching only to a 
limited extent. The main criteria for accreditation and reaccreditation of a de-
gree program relate to the qualification structure of teaching staff10 and their 
research performance. Student services and counselling, the content and form 
of courses as well as the quality of teaching and learning as such are evaluated 
less thoroughly, and no site visits take place in the process.11

There is also a tendency to dedicate more resources to research and less to 
teaching. The reasons are of an economic nature, as publication performance 
is reflected not only in research & development (R & D) funding, but also in HE 
funding. It must be stressed that research grants often constitute a very significant 
part of institutional budgets. Also, significant research performance is required as 
part of the sustainability criteria of R & D centres co-financed by the European Re-
gional Development Fund (ERDF) in the 2007–2013 programming period. Out of 
the 48 research centres financed, 28 are located at public universities12.

Finally, the most important pressure is an external and independent one. 
The Czech Republic has been facing an enormous demographic decline. The 

8	 MEYS, http://www.msmt.cz/vzdelavani/vysoke-skolstvi/financovani-vysokych-skol-1
9	 This proportion is relatively high in the Czech Republic – in 2012, 64% of bachelor’s level gradu-

ates enrolled immediately in a master’s degree programme. In 2007–2009, this rate was 72%. 
The target of the HE Strategic Plan for 2011–2015 was set at 50% in 2015 (Ministry of Education, 
Youth and Sports, 2010).

10	 In the Czech Republic, the academic ranks of “docent” (assistant professor) and professor are 
awarded based on set criteria which should ensure comparability across institutions. Research 
performance is the main criterion in both cases.

11	 A revision of the accreditation process and related criteria is expected with the amendment of 
the Higher Education Act in 2015.

12	 For more information, please see: http://www.opvavpi.cz/

http://www.msmt.cz/vzdelavani/vysoke-skolstvi/financovani-vysokych-skol-1
http://www.opvavpi.cz/
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number of 19-year-olds (and high school graduates) stayed relatively stable 
over the 2000’s but starting from 2011, its decline became one of the biggest 
challenges for Czech higher education institutions.

Graph 4  Number of 19-year-olds in 1990–2020
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Source of data: Czech Statistical Office.

Findings of the case study

Although only two institutions were selected for a detailed case study, the au-
thors believe that the observations are relevant and correct. Desk research, in-
terviews with relevant stakeholders as well as experience of individual team 
members have contributed to selected findings despite the methodological lim-
itations.

To enrol more students in order to increase institutional funding via per-
capita payments has been the most common response to the environmental 
pressure. Over the past two decades, most institutions have opted for a steep 
quantitative growth of students.

As a consequence of the two major parallel developments (increasing en-
rolment & demographic decline), a growing proportion of applicants admit-
ted to higher education institutions has been observed during the last couple 
of years (see Graph 5).

Graph 5  Share of applicants admitted to public HEIs (Czech nationals only, 
1999–2013)
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Source of data: MEYS.

In recent years, one strategic approach is clearly common for most of the HEIs 
and faculties: they have invested much more resources to marketing than ever 
before in order to attract applicants. Even before the demographic decline, 
HEIs started to implement a broad range of measures in order to attract, moti-
vate and integrate students in higher quantity as well as “quality” (in terms of 
competences and attitudes). This includes outreach visits at high schools, co-
operation with career counsellors, special web pages for applicants, social me-
dia presence, advertising and other tools. Besides increasing the amounts of 
applicants, these measures are also supposed to prevent dropout.

In many programmes the admission criteria have been eased. In fact, nu-
merous institutions and faculties decided to admit almost anyone who applies, 
developing or continuing “extended admission process policies” where admis-
sion criteria are replaced by first-year courses and exams. This strategy con-
cerns mainly engineering – mechanical, electrical – or chemistry. 

Many faculties have reviewed their internal study regulations, easing the 
criteria for re-enrolment to allow students to stay longer. In some cases, rec-
ognition of prior learning has become a routine part of educational pathways, 
stimulating students to disenrol and reenrol while transferring credits be-
tween programmes. Again, that applies mainly to engineering fields. 
Besides these general approaches there are other institutional policies and 
measures adopted by universities or faculties in the recent years in order to 
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improve study success. The measures are ordered from the most to the least 
commonly occurring in our case study:
•	 developing student services and counselling;
•	 developing targeted support for special-needs (disabled) students;
•	 stimulating motivation of students by merit-based scholarships;
•	 introducing compensatory courses – both extra-curricular (subject to fees) 

and as part of the program (electives);
•	 offering educational resources (books, presentations, sometimes also lec-

ture records) online for all students to reduce the barriers to learning;
•	 re-introducing obligatory attendance at seminars and some courses, 

namely for freshmen;
•	 distributing grading deadlines more evenly across the semester and aca-

demic year (midterm tests, seminar papers and presentations, etc.) as well 
as across the entire program (demanding theoretical courses should not be 
concentrated in the first year only);

•	 dedicating more attention to student evaluations and opinion surveys to 
identify trouble points in the student pathway (courses with enormous de-
mands, poor-quality lectures or a disengaging approach of teachers);

•	 ensuring that the curriculum is up-to-date, in line with industry needs and 
clearly career-oriented;

•	 increasing the number of consultation hours of the academic staff;
•	 establishing off-campus counselling centres in other cities for students in 

distant learning programs.

DISCUSSION

Based upon the results of our research, we conclude that dropout is not per-
ceived as a major issue to be addressed in the Czech higher education system. 
On the contrary: it is seen – by the majority of stakeholders as well as the gen-
eral public – as an embedded part of the system playing the role of a quality 
watchdog. The most important inputs are those of an economic nature. For any 
HEI it is above all the number of students that secures institutional funding 
through the per-capita formula.

Using Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) and Bunge (1963) concepts we can say that 
demographic decline and funding policy are the significant inputs worth reac-
tion. In order to secure a minimum number of funded students, the institutions 
have implemented various measures including those reducing the dropout rate.

In our case, we observe that HEIs behave indeed highly rationally and for-
mulate their organizational strategies and managerial decisions in line with 

the theoretical model outlined. In order to stay in the market, they respond 
only to significant inputs, either through  resistance or flexibility. In the Czech 
environment, it seems to be dominantly the resistant response by which HEIs 
preserve their status (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Although rare, there are some 
examples of flexible responses – setting up international programs in order to 
attract more fee-paying students, offering more interdisciplinary programs, etc.

In general, the dropout issue alone is considered an insignificant input 
in Czech higher education. Under certain conditions, no response would be re-
quired. However, in combination with other significant inputs (mainly the major 
demographic decline, the increased share of applicants admitted, the funding 
system, and the accreditation criteria), it requires an appropriate response. At 
the same time, the time coincidence of these four inputs made mainly the engi-
neering and partly natural sciences programmes act with utmost urgency. They 
gradually started implementing various measures to reduce the dropout rate in 
the absence of any dropout policy at the national level. For them it was a mat-
ter of institutional survival under the existing conditions. We also argue that the 
main rationale behind the above-mentioned measures to increase study success 
was an economic one – to secure resources for basic activities in a way which is 
allowed by the regulatory framework. The student-centred approach – e.g., the 
university should use any available measure in order to help students handle 
their study load – is only peripheral to most Czech higher education institutions, 
except those which still keep highly rigorous and multilevel admission exams.

At the same time, we have to state that HEIs are not homogenous in their 
response to the dropout issue. Individual faculties adopt their own strate-
gies, and even if there is a university-level initiative, the implementation is left 
to the faculty level (or even to individual departments). It seems that field of 
study is one of the most relevant factors (variables) impacting the approach 
towards dropout. The fields most affected by the demographic decline have 
adopted the most active strategies. They include mechanical and electrical en-
gineering and chemistry. A better situation is faced by civil engineering and 
natural sciences (biology etc.). An increasing tension can be observed in so-
cial sciences (mainly economics or management) where programs are offered 
also by private higher education institutions. On the other side of the spectrum 
we can locate highly specialized institutions with a limited number of students 
and a rather individual approach such as arts. 

In terms of public policy and the impact of the European (supranational) 
level on the national level, it is interesting to see whether the EU’s concern 
about the dropout rate extends in any way beyond the traditional rhetoric. 
Similarly to other cases, EU pressure has been imposed in a somewhat indirect 
way. The issue was specifically problematised in the Higher Education Frame-
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work for 2014–2020, which should serve as a background document for Euro-
pean Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) funding which covers 85 percent 
of expenditure from the EU budget.

One can agree that a certain minimum dropout rate13 is inevitable in 
any educational process – or even at any human activity. The European Com-
mission was concerned with an average dropout of 40% at the EU level (EC, 
2003b) and about inefficiencies (EC, 2003a). Nevertheless, in the case of Czech 
higher education, the numbers are even more alarming, exceeding 80% in spe-
cific disciplines (or more accurately, programs) such as mechanical engineer-
ing. For example, out of 1,000 students admitted to the program in 2008 only 
150 were awarded a bachelor degree within five years!

In this respect, we agree that dropout can be seen as inefficiency not only 
at the institutional level (Ozga & Sukhnandan, 2004), but also from a govern-
mental perspective (Mantz & Bernard, 2004). In case the dropout rate reaches 
a critical level, we support the view of Brunsdens et al. (2000) that the drop-
out policy affects every aspect of higher education. In our case we even argue 
that the traditional social mission of higher education is at stake. On the other 
hand, as is clear from our Czech case study, we cannot directly link the dropout 
rate with the quality of teaching, inefficiency or any other institutional quali-
ties. The dropout rate should be rather looked upon as a result of other envi-
ronmental pressures and the setting of the entire system. It cannot be regarded 
as an isolated phenomenon without taking into account other factors, mainly 
systemic ones.

CONCLUSIONS

In our view it seems increasingly difficult for a higher education institution in 
the Czech Republic to fulfil its mission and the expectations it is exposed to. Fur-
thermore, emerging demands – including policies formulated at both the na-
tional and the EU levels – do not always seem to complement one another. The 
opposite is often the case. While one policy explicitly problematises the dropout 
issue (however, only in the form of a soft proclamation and rather insignificant 
measures), another policy (the financing formula and the quality assurance sys-
tem) in fact forces the institutions to continue their existing pattern of behaviour.

Furthermore, it is very difficult for a HEI to meet all the expectations in an 
environment which reflect the past rather than present or future needs of the 

13	 It must be stressed that many authors calculate the dropout rate differently. There is no univer-
sal methodology employed across higher education literature.

society. While the current Czech system is arguably transitioning from a mass 
system into a universal one,14 higher education is still considered to be an elite 
good by the majority of actors as well as the public. The shared view on drop-
out may also support such a claim. Also the existing structure of the system 
is still similar to that designed for elite higher education. For example, File et 
al. (2006) in an OECD Country Note  states that the “public university sector 
is formally undifferentiated, driven by a traditional Humboldtian vision, highly 
autonomous, self-governing and characterized by strenuous academic career 
requirements” (p. 16). Since the report was published, however, no fundamen-
tal changes have been undertaken in line with its recommendations, despite 
rather rich publicity and resources devoted to a “tertiary education reform”.

We also argue that not seeing a complex picture and/or not anticipating in-
stitutional behaviour in the most rational way might constitute a major barrier 
to implementing any policy. No matter how essential and relevant a certain is-
sue might seem, it must be scrutinized very carefully with respect to any policy 
being implemented. By concentrating on the dropout issue we try to demon-
strate that the entire structure and internal diversification of the higher edu-
cation system as well as other policies in place should be thoroughly evaluated 
before any dropout policy is imposed on higher education institutions. Other-
wise, successful implementation is at stake.

Finally, we believe that our contribution complements the existing body of 
research devoted to the dropout issue. However, we still think that further re-
search is needed, both in quantitative and qualitative terms. A very detailed 
and comprehensive database (the national student register) is available for 
further analysis. However, any quantitative inquiry should be accompanied by 
a qualitative survey on major factors influencing students across various disci-
plines in their decisions to change their field of study or leave the system at all. 
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