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Abstract
This article examines degree completion among students with an immigrant background 
who enrolled in professional bachelor’s degree programmes in early childhood or teacher 
education, nursing, or social work. By using the high-quality Norwegian register data cov-
ering national cohorts of students enrolled in higher education between 1990 and 2014, 
the analysis indicates that immigrants and native-born descendants of immigrants were 
less likely to complete these study programmes, compared with native majority students. 
Explanations for this could be linked to ethnic minorities being inadequately integrated—
socially and academically—in these study programmes and therefore less able and/or moti-
vated to stay enrolled until graduation. In all four professional study programmes, students 
with an immigrant background had comparatively higher probabilities of transferring to 
other study programmes or dropping out of higher education altogether. On the positive 
side, minority-majority gaps in degree completion were considerably smaller for those 
who achieved academically well in these professional study programmes, measured as high 
first-year GPAs. However, it is quite alarming that immigrants and immigrant descendants 
who achieved poor academic results were substantially less likely to complete a degree 
than native majority students with correspondingly poor results.

Keywords  Ethnic diversity · Ethnic minority students · Degree completion · Dropout · 
Higher education · Welfare professions

Introduction

Occupational representation is often neglected in public debates on immigrant inte-
gration. Achieving ethnic diversity is particularly important among ‘welfare profes-
sionals’ delivering vital public services, such as nurses and teachers. In strategies to 
secure adequate supplies of trained professionals, authorities place pressure on higher 
education (HE) institutions to recruit and retain a diversified student body reflecting 
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the population regarding sex/gender, socio-economic backgrounds, and not least eth-
nicities (e.g., Equality Act, 2010; Norwegian Ministries, 2020). While ethnic diver-
sity among nurses and other healthcare professionals is an important aspect in provid-
ing adequate healthcare to increasing and ageing immigrant populations (e.g., Saha & 
Shipman, 2006), teachers with an immigrant background act as good role models for 
ethnic minority pupils, enhance their learning outcomes, and counteract ethnic dis-
crimination in schools (e.g., European Commission, 2016; Howard, 2010). In several 
European immigrant-receiving countries, such as the UK, Germany, and Denmark, 
substantial discrepancies in ethnic diversity among pupils and scarcity of teachers with 
an immigrant background were documented (European Commission, 2016). The pro-
portion of healthcare and social workers with an immigrant background varies across 
Europe; while being over-represented in the UK (House of Commons Library, 2020) 
they are under-represented in other immigrant-dense countries, such as Sweden (Sta-
tistics Sweden, 2022) and Norway (Statistics Norway, 2022d).

This article examines the extent to which students with an immigrant background 
in Norway who pursue a professional bachelor’s degree in early childhood education, 
teaching, nursing, or social work complete their degree, and whether those who do 
not complete tend to transfer to alternative study programmes. Generally, the study 
programmes examined constitute a large proportion of Norwegian bachelor’s degrees. 
Nevertheless, recruitment rates of immigrants and descendants of immigrants (i.e., 
native-born children to two immigrant parents) have been persistently low in teacher 
education (Statistics Norway, 2022b), which contributes to low proportions of school-
teachers with an immigrant background. The immigrant population is also under-repre-
sented among kindergarten teachers (Statistics Norway, 2022a), healthcare and social 
workers (Statistics Norway, 2022d).1 The proportion of students with an immigrant 
background is increasing in study programmes preparing for these professions (Statis-
tics Norway, 2022b). However, the extent to which they complete a degree compared 
with native majority students enrolled in these study programmes has yet to have been 
examined. This article will contribute to bridging this knowledge gap.

A recent Norwegian report shows that immigrants are more likely to exit HE with-
out a completed degree (i.e., system dropout), whereas descendants more often trans-
fer between study programmes (Andresen & Lervåg, 2022). However, the report did 
not examine variations between study programmes. Furthermore, the definition of 
dropout included students who had been absent from HE for merely one year, which 
is problematic because it is not uncommon for students to have a one-year break in 
their studying for a range of reasons. Using a similar one-year dropout measure, Hel-
geland (2008) found that students with an immigrant background were more likely to 
drop out from teacher education/pedagogy and healthcare-oriented bachelor’s degree 
programmes. However, the extent to which those who did not drop out ultimately 
completed a degree or transferred to alternative study programmes was not examined.

Research from Norway and other European countries indicates that students with an 
immigrant background enrolled in nursing, social work, and teacher education strug-
gle to become socially and academically integrated (Bernard et  al., 2011; European 

1  In 2021, 19.7 per cent of the adult Norwegian working population had an immigrant background. Corre-
sponding figures were 8.0 per cent among primary school teachers, 10.2 per cent among kindergarten teach-
ers (Statistics Norway, 2022a), and 15.2 per cent among employees in human health services, including 
nursing and social work (Statistics Norway, 2022d).
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Commission, 2016; Flateland et  al., 2019). This may contribute to higher dropout 
and transfer rates among these students. In addition, individuals with an immigrant 
background tend to favour HE leading to careers with high salaries and social pres-
tige (Askvik, 2019; Ma, 2009), which are not hallmarks of welfare-oriented bachelor’s 
degrees. Thus, they might be more prone to transfer away from welfare-oriented bach-
elor’s degree programmes. In fact, students with an immigrant background enrolled in 
nursing education expressed being driven by stronger extrinsic motivations, such as 
salary and status, compared with native majority co-students, while also holding lower 
expectations to assume positions related to nursing degrees or to pursue nursing spe-
cialisation (Maurud et al., 2022).

The empirical analysis was undertaken by using high-quality Norwegian register 
data covering national cohorts of students enrolled in every bachelor’s degree pro-
gramme in early childhood education, teaching, nursing, and social work between 1990 
and 2014. The data track students annually through the HE system and enable detailed 
analyses of relatively small groups of students with an immigrant background. Rates 
of graduation, transfer, and non-completion in these study programmes have not previ-
ously been explored as the juxtaposition of mutually exclusive categories. The distinc-
tion between non-completion and transfer offers some indication of whether students 
with an immigrant background tend to leave the study programmes examined before 
obtaining a degree because they might find them academically and socially challeng-
ing, and/or instead opt for alternative HE degrees.

The Norwegian context

The immigrant population

Until a wave of Pakistani, Turkish, and Moroccan ‘guest workers’ arrived in the late 
1960s, non-European immigrants were uncommon in Norway (Brochmann & Kjeld-
stadli, 2008). Since then, large-scale immigration has meant that the immigrant popula-
tion increased from comprising 1.5 per cent of the Norwegian population in 1970 to 
a corresponding proportion of 18.9 per cent by 2022 (15.1 per cent immigrants and 
3.8 per cent native-born descendants). In 2022, 82.1 per cent of the immigrant popu-
lation had an origin in so-called ‘non-Western countries’, particularly Asian (includ-
ing Turkey) (33.4 per cent), Eastern European (31.7 per cent), and African (14.1 per 
cent) countries (Statistics Norway, 2022c). Although it is a heterogeneous group, the 
non-Western immigrant population is over-represented in statistics on child poverty, 
low education, low income, and unemployment, both compared with the (non-migrant) 
majority population and the Western immigrant population (Vrålstad & Wiggen, 2017). 
However, many youths with a non-Western origin, particularly descendants, have 
achieved socio-economic mobility by attaining HE (Hermansen, 2016).

Students with an immigrant background in higher education

The proportion of the immigrant population enrolling in Norwegian HE has gradually 
increased in recent decades. Whereas 21.1 per cent of the Norwegian population aged 19 
to 34 were enrolled in HE in 2021, the corresponding figure for immigrants alone was 12.1 
per cent. Contrastingly, descendants were over-represented with a corresponding figure of 
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32.4 per cent (Statistics Norway, 2022b). Descendants with origins in some non-Western 
countries, such as Sri Lanka, China, and Vietnam, are particularly over-represented in HE 
(Steinkellner, 2017). In fact, compared with native majority peers, non-Western youths are 
more likely to enrol in HE despite having a low grade point average (GPA) from upper sec-
ondary education and low socio-economic backgrounds (Askvik, 2019). Additionally, those 
who achieve well in upper secondary education are relatively more inclined to choose long 
and prestigious study programmes requiring high GPAs for admission, such as medicine, 
which usually lead to well-paid high-status occupations/professions. Those with lower GPAs 
tend to opt for bachelor’s degrees in science, engineering, and business administration rather 
than welfare-oriented degrees, such as in social work and teaching (Drange & Helland, 2017; 
Støren, 2011). Part of this pattern might be because the latter degrees qualify for professions 
associated with lower status and salaries (Helland & Ljunggren, 2021).

In 2021, immigrants and descendants made up 11.6 and 4.9 per cent of HE enrolees, while 
their corresponding proportions were 3.7 and 0.9 per cent in general teacher education (allmenn-
lærerutdanning). Whereas immigrants have become over-represented in early childhood educa-
tion (14.8 per cent) and nursing (14.6 per cent) descendants were under-represented in nursing 
(3.3 per cent) (Statistics Norway, 2022b). Similar statistics have not been published for study 
programmes in social work, but the data analysed for this article indicate that particularly immi-
grants were under-represented in such study programmes at least until 2014.

Short‑cycle welfare‑oriented professional degrees

Despite differences in academic content, bachelor’s degree programmes in early childhood 
education, teaching, nursing, and social work have several similarities. They prepare stu-
dents for in-demand welfare professions and practice placements are integrated into cur-
riculum and training. This is most pronounced in nursing education, in which half of the 
training is in practice placements. Thus, students face the realities and demands of their 
future professions early on. This may scare away students who find the professional prac-
tice overly difficult or unpleasant. On the other hand, getting a real experience of their 
future profession might motivate students to complete their degree. High levels of job secu-
rity and good labour market conditions point in the same direction. Moreover, those with 
incomplete degrees have poor prospects for employment in the respective professions. To 
work as a nurse, a completed degree is an absolute requirement, and for teachers, degree 
holders are paid more and are first in line to get a permanent position. Compared with more 
‘general’ bachelor’s degree programmes, completion rates have been relatively high (60 
to 80 per cent) in these professional study programmes, particularly in nursing and social 
work. Female students are relatively more likely to complete these programmes. Moreover, 
contrary to a common trend in HE, students from lower socio-economic backgrounds are 
no less likely than students with higher socio-economic backgrounds to complete a degree, 
which might be linked to the high proportions of students from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds recruited to these programmes (Helland & Hovdhaugen, 2021).

Theoretical framework

Numerous explanations of student retention in HE have been proposed. In sum, they 
assume that students drop out due to active choices linked to lacking interest and moti-
vation, uncertain career prospects, feelings of alienation in HE, and rational decisions 
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about ‘cost-effectiveness’ vis-à-vis profitable options (e.g., job offers), and/or forced 
transitions linked to academic failure, lack of finance and time to stay enrolled, and/
or family obligations. Such choices and restraints are often intertwined (Behr et  al., 
2020). Tinto’s interactionalist model of student retention is the most elaborate and 
has reached near ‘paradigmatic status’ (Braxton, 2016). Tinto’s model bases students’ 
departure from HE institutions on three interrelated components: (1) pre-enrolment 
characteristics, (2) experiences at the institutions, and (3) external conditions regard-
ing family obligations and finances (Tinto, 1993). This model serves as the theoretical 
framework for the empirical analysis below.2

Tinto (1993) explains students’ experiences in HE institutions in terms of social 
and academic integration. Social integration involves psychosocial comfort and sense 
of belonging in HE environments and thus affects how students relate to affinity 
groups and interact with co-students, academics, and other staff. Academic integra-
tion concerns students’ ability to fulfil academic requirements and expectations in 
their HE institutions and study programmes, and whether they perceive the education 
as having practical value for a future career. Students’ immigrant status falls within 
pre-enrolment characteristics in Tinto’s scheme, as do sex, age of enrolment, and pre-
vious HE experiences. Moreover,  these characteristics are likely to affect students’ 
social and academic integration, and external factors related to their ability to stay 
enrolled until graduation.

Challenges of social and academic integration among ethnic minority 
students

Nursing students with an immigrant background were found to experience social iso-
lation and to lack opportunities to integrate with native majority students. Findings 
also allude to that some are treated poorly based on their ethnicity, particularly by 
patients in clinical practice (Flateland et  al., 2019; Johannessen et  al., 2022; Mattila 
et al., 2010). Nursing academics in Norway reported episodes in which native major-
ity students expressed concerns about collaborating with students with an immigrant 
background, due to (perceived) linguistic and cultural barriers (Nordfjell & Nielsen, 
2019). In social work and teacher education, students with an immigrant background 
have also reported experiences of social isolation and discrimination (Bernard et  al., 
2011; European Commission, 2016).

Turning to academic integration, research from Norway found that practice super-
vision of students with an immigrant background in nursing often requires more time 
and adaption because they lack communication proficiency in the majority language. 
Supervisors were uncertain as to whether these students met learning objectives but 
also feared being perceived as prejudiced when spending extra time establishing trust 
with them (Skisland et al., 2018). Moreover, some nursing students with an immigrant 

2  Tinto’s model has been criticised for being less suitable for explaining student attrition among ethnic 
minorities (Guiffrida, 2006). However, several empirical analyses have shown that the model’s key concepts 
of social and academic integration are fruitful in explaining differences in study progression and dropping 
out between ethnic minority and majority students (Severiens & Wolff, 2008). Moreover, the qualitative 
studies referred to in this article indicate that students with an immigrant background enrolled in various 
welfare-oriented study programmes, such as nursing, face some unique challenges linked to achieving 
social and academic integration.
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background claimed that it was difficult for them to achieve good grades, compared 
with native majority students, even if they themselves had attained high grades in 
upper secondary education (Flateland et  al., 2019). In the UK, ethnic minority stu-
dents in social work education were found to be more likely to fail practice training, 
and ultimately the entire study programme, due to language barriers (Bernard et al., 
2011). Such challenges might apply more to immigrants due to poor skills in the 
majority language and less adaption to the majority culture, compared with native-
born descendants who had their entire schooling alongside native majority peers.

The contextual facts, theory, and previous research elaborated above give reasons to 
expect that students with an immigrant background enrolled in welfare-oriented study 
programmes are less likely than native majority students to complete a degree. Com-
municational and cultural impediments seem to create extra academic challenges for 
students with an immigrant background to meet the professional requirements, particu-
larly in practice training. Hence, those who are poorly integrated academically, meas-
ured according to low GPAs in the empirical analysis below, are particularly expected 
to be less likely to complete a degree, while minority-majority gaps in graduation 
rates might be narrower among those who achieve better. Additionally, those who also 
encounter social isolation and/or discrimination might have weakened confidence in 
their intended future profession.

Data and methods

The empirical analysis employs national register data administered by Statistics Norway 
covering all students who were registered in the Norwegian HE system between 1990 and 
2014. All time-variant variables were updated annually.

Sample definition

The sample comprised 188,898 students who were aged 19 to 40 years old upon enrol-
ment in a study programme in early childhood education, teaching, nursing, or social 
work between 1990 and 2009. Usually, Norwegians complete upper secondary educa-
tion at age 19, but these study programmes recruit relatively large numbers of stu-
dents in their twenties and thirties. Furthermore, the sample was restricted to native 
majority students, defined as those who were Norwegian-born to two Norwegian-born 
parents, and students who had either migrated from a non-Western country or who 
were Norwegian-born to two non-Western immigrant parents.3 The relatively small 
number of students with an immigrant background enrolled in the study programmes 
examined does not allow for analyses by specific origin countries (or regions). Thus, 
it was considered wise to focus solely on those with a non-Western origin because 
individuals with origins in a Western country are more like the majority population in 
terms of educational attainment (Hermansen, 2016). This sample definition includes  

3  Non-Western countries were defined as countries in Eastern Europe (including all former Eastern Bloc 
countries, except East Germany (GDR)), Asia (including Turkey), Africa, South/Central America (includ-
ing Mexico and the Caribbean), and Oceania (except Australia and New Zealand). The small number of stu-
dents with one Western immigrant parent and one non-Western immigrant parent were classified according 
to their mother’s country of birth.
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76.8  per cent of all immigrants and descendants, combined, in the age group 19 to 
40  who enrolled in the study programmes examined between 1990 and 2009. Stu-
dents from ‘mixed-families’ (i.e., one foreign-born parent and one Norwegian-born 
parent) and those born abroad to two Norwegian-born parents were not included in 
the sample.

Nearly a quarter of the students (23.1 per cent) had experience of HE prior to enrolling 
in one of the study programmes examined. Those who had sequentially enrolled in two 
of these programmes (5.9 per cent) in different years during 1990 to 2009 were included 
twice in the sample regardless of whether they had completed any of the programmes.

Variable measurement

Study outcome constitutes the dependent variable which was constructed by tracking 
students up to two years beyond the prescribed duration of their study programmes. 
Most students were enrolled in three-year programmes and were thus tracked for up 
to five years. However, 86.4 per cent of the student teachers were tracked for up to six 
years because their programmes had a duration of four years. The outcome was  clas-
sified as graduation when students had completed a degree within five/six years. For 
those who instead  enrolled in an alternative study programme within five/six years, 
including one of the other programmes examined, their outcome was classified as trans-
fer. The outcome was classified as non-completion for the rest of the students, most of 
whom had exited the HE system altogether. Less than 2 per cent of the non-completed 
students were still enrolled in the same study programmes beyond five/six years.4

Immigrant status is the central independent variable, distinguishing between (1) the 
native majority (n = 182,714), (2) immigrants with origins in non-Western countries 
who arrived after they turned seven (n = 4,596), and (3) descendants of non-Western 
immigrants (n = 1588), defined as Norwegian-born children to two immigrant parents 
or immigrants who arrived prior to turning seven.5 Interaction terms between immi-
grant status and each study programme explore variations in minority-majority gaps 
in study outcomes between programmes.

First-year GPA attained by students was included as a proxy for their academic inte-
gration early in their course of study, expressing their ability and motivation to stay 
enrolled and, ultimately, completing their degrees.6 Although register data do not pro-
vide direct access to students’ subjective experiences, GPA attained during the first 
academic year offers some indication of their academic ability and whether they had 

4  Somewhat higher proportions of immigrants (2.2 to 5.6 per cent) and descendants (2.2 to 4.9 per cent) 
were still enrolled after five/six years, depending on the study programme. However, more than a half of 
these students eventually transferred or dropped out rather than graduating.
5  The joint group of native-born descendants (n = 788) and immigrants who arrived before turning seven 
(n = 800) was constructed for two reasons. First, previous Norwegian research found that immigrants arriv-
ing before school starting age are comparable with native-born descendants in terms of education attain-
ments and labour market outcomes (Hermansen, 2016). Second, ‘inflating’ the relatively small groups of 
native-born descendants who enrolled in each of the four study programmes during 1990 to 2009 enabled 
more detailed analyses.
6  Ideally, the analysis should also control for students’ GPAs from upper secondary education as a proxy 
for academic ability prior to HE. However, this was not feasible since the data only contain upper secondary 
GPAs for 27.2 per cent of the students. Among those whose GPAs are registered, values are overall higher 
for female students, and for the native majority compared with immigrants and descendants.
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been able to adapt to HE and in their chosen study programmes. In that sense, GPA is 
considered to be a mechanism for students’ graduation probability. Thus, anticipated 
gaps in degree completion between students with and without an immigrant back-
ground might be less pronounced among students who attained similar GPAs.

To compare GPAs across years, study programmes, and HE institutions, they were 
converted to standardised z-scores separately for each study programme according to 
year and HE institution. The z-scored GPAs were then divided into relative deciles 
(1–10) that were treated as separate dummies (0–1) coded 1 only for students whose 
GPAs fall into a given decile. Since GPAs were not registered for 20.7 per cent of the 
students, an additional dummy was included for this category. Non-registered GPAs 
chiefly apply to students who transferred to alternative study programmes or dropped 
out of HE before obtaining any grades in the study programmes examined. However, 
to a lesser extent, GPAs are also missing for students who completed these study pro-
grammes or transferred/dropped out during the second year of study, or later, because 
their grades unfortunately were not registered in the data. In any case, estimates from 
the analyses employing students’ GPAs must be read with some caution. For transpar-
ency, Appendix 1 (Table 2) displays the distribution of students with non-registered 
GPAs by immigrant status,  study programme, and  study outcome. As a robustness 
check to verify that the dummy for non-registered GPAs does not create noteworthy 
bias in the analysis, regression models with and without this dummy were tested, and 
these yielded corresponding results.7

Sex was included as a control because female students vastly outnumber male stu-
dents in the study programmes examined and were found to be more likely to com-
plete a degree than male students (Helland & Hovdhaugen, 2021). Enrolment year 
controls for variations in study outcome related to changes in curriculums and struc-
tures of study programmes. Students’ age at enrolment and a dummy for previous 
experience with HE were also added as controls.8

Table  1 displays descriptive statistics for the variables by study programme and 
immigrant status. All four programmes were clearly female dominated, but the female 
proportion was slightly lower for immigrants and descendants except in teacher edu-
cation. Immigrants and descendants performed less well than the native majority in 
all four programmes, as indicated by mean first-year GPAs. Higher mean enrolment 
years for immigrants and descendants indicate that their proportions of new enrolees 
have increased between 1990 and 2009.

7  Applying dummy variables for missing values is disputed in the methods literature (e.g., Allison, 2002; 
Jones, 1996). Imputation of a constant value for missing values is quite common when missingness is 
totally random. However, in the present article, this is not the case as non-registered GPAs largely apply 
to students transferring or dropping out before obtaining any grades. Still, various procedures of imputing 
mean GPA values for students with non-registered GPAs were tested, but regressions with imputed values 
did not produce reliable results. The solution of employing dummies for GPA categories (deciles) plus an 
additional dummy for non-registered GPAs follows the same approach as the dummy for non-registered 
parental education in Hermansen (2016).
8  Initially, parental education was to be included as a control for students’ social backgrounds. This was 
not feasible because parental education was not registered for 70.9 per cent of immigrants in the sample. 
However, alternative analyses exclusively for the descendants and native majority students (not included in 
this article) show that controlling for parental education does not alter the minority-majority gap in gradua-
tion probabilities between these groups. This corresponds with previous research which found that students’ 
social backgrounds, regardless of immigrant status, are not associated with variation in degree completion 
in the study programmes examined (c.f., Helland & Hovdhaugen, 2021).
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Statistical models

Multinomial logistic regression was employed to explore variation in study outcomes—
graduation, transfer, and non-completion—in each of the four professional study pro-
grammes according to students’ immigrant status. To simplify interpretation, key find-
ings from two nested regression models are presented as graphed average marginal 
effects (AME) in Figures 1, 2, and 3. Moreover, presenting results as AME is necessary 
to compare them across models.9 The base model (c.f., Figures 1 and 2) considers varia-
tion in study outcomes between immigrants, descendants, and the native majority in each 
professional programme, controlled for their sex, previous experience with HE, age and 
year of enrolment. The adjusted model (c.f., Figures  2 and 3) also includes students’ 
first-year GPA as a proxy for ability and academic integration and thereby a mechanism 
for variation in degree completion. Coefficients from the full regression models pre-
sented as AME are available for scrutiny in Appendix 2 (Table 3).

Table 1   Descriptive statistics by immigrant status and professional study programme (N = 188,898)

a  Standard deviations are not presented for discrete variables, as the full distribution of responses is shown. 
b The relative rank of students’ GPAs per study programme is solely calculated for those whose grades are 
registered. Grades were not registered for 20.6 per cent of the native majority, 24.9 per cent of the immi-
grants, and 20.5 per cent of the descendants.
Source: Author’s calculations based on administrative register data from Statistics Norway.

Variables Native majority Immigrants Descendants Range

Mean SDa Mean SDa Mean SDa

Female
  Early childhood education 0.902 0.830 0.798 0–1
  Teaching 0.685 0.696 0.691 0–1
  Nursing 0.889 0.776 0.845 0–1
  Social work 0.819 0.694 0.778 0–1

Previous experience with HE 0.233 0.194 0.188 0–1
Age at enrolment 24.2 5.4 28.1 6.1 21.6 3.2 19–40
Enrolment year
  Early childhood education 1,999.5 5.6 2,002.4 5.1 2,004.3 4.4 1,990–2,009
  Teaching 1,999.3 5.3 2,003.3 4.9 2,003.8 4.6 1,990–2,009
  Nursing 2,000.1 5.5 2,002.1 5.3 2,004.3 4.0 1,990–2,009
  Social work 2,000.5 5.3 2,002.6 5.1 2,005.2 3.7 1,990–2,009

GPA from first year of professional education (standardised rank)b

  Early childhood education 5.5 2.6 4.1 2.6 4.1 2.5 1–10
  Teaching 5.4 2.8 5.1 2.9 4.2 2.5 1–10
  Nursing 5.6 2.9 4.1 2.8 4.0 2.6 1–10
  Social work 5.8 2.9 4.5 3.0 4.1 2.9 1–10

Number of observations 182,714 4,596 1,588

9  Multinomial log-odds (logits) are not comparable across models due to unobserved heterogeneity. How-
ever, this issue is circumvented when presenting results as AME. For a thorough methodological explana-
tion of this issue, see Mood (2010).
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Results from empirical analysis

Variation in rates of graduation, transfer, and non‑completion by immigrant status

Figure  1  displays estimated probabilities of graduation, transfer, and non-completion 
separately for immigrants, descendants, and the native majority in professional study 
programmes of early childhood education, teaching, nursing, and social work. In all 
four programmes, immigrants and descendants were predicted to be statistically sig-
nificantly less likely to complete a degree, compared with the native majority, and more 
likely to transfer to other study programmes or to exit the HE system altogether (non-
completion). Surprisingly, gaps between immigrants and descendants are only statisti-
cally significant in nursing, in which, contrary to expectations, descendants had a lower 
graduation probability and a higher non-completion probability. Thus, anticipated lower 
graduation likelihood among immigrants relative to descendants were not confirmed in 
any of the study programmes examined. Nevertheless, the main expectation that stu-
dents with an immigrant background in these study programmes are less likely than the 
native majority to complete the degree, and thus more likely to transfer or drop out of 
HE altogether, was indeed confirmed.

Fig. 1   Estimated probabities* of graduation, transfer, and non-completion within five/six years from enroll-
ment, by professional study programme and immigrant status (N = 188,898). Notes: *The probabilities were 
estimated as AME with 95% confidence intervals from coefficients in the base model in Appendix 2 (Table 3). 
Estimated differences in each outcome between immigrants and descendants within each study programme are 
not statistically significant, as indicated by overlapping confidence intervals, except for graduation and non-
completion in nursing.
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In nursing, the predicted graduation rate was 72 per cent for immigrants and 64 per 
cent for descendants, contrasting with 84 per cent for the native majority. Non-completion 
rates for immigrants and descendants in nursing were 18 and 27 per cent respectively, 
while their transfer rates were less pronounced (about 10 per cent). In teacher education, 
on the other hand, both transfer and non-completion rates were substantial among immi-
grants and descendants (21 to 27 per cent), leaving them a graduation rate of 50 to 52 
per cent, contrasting with 67 per cent for the native majority. Relatively lower gradua-
tion rates and higher rates of transfer and non-completion for students with an immigrant 
background were also noteworthy in early childhood education and social work.

Minority‑majority gaps in graduation adjusted for GPA

The remaining analyses focus on the predicted minority-majority graduation gaps and 
explore whether these gaps are linked to variation in students’ first-year GPAs. As 
mentioned, GPAs are considered to be a measure of students’ academic integration 
and their ability to stay enrolled, and thus a mechanism for degree completion.

Figure 2  displays estimated minority-majority gaps in graduation probabilities as 
AME before (base model) and after adjusting for first-year GPAs. As also indicated 

Fig. 2   Estimated ethnic minority-majority gaps* in graduation probabilities within five/six years from enrol-
ment, by professional study programme before and after adjusting for level of GPAs attained in the first aca-
demic year (N = 188,898). Reference: the native majority. Note: *The gaps were estimated as AME with 95% 
confidence intervals from coefficients in the base model and adjusted model in Appendix 2 (Table 3).
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in Figure 1, minority-majority gaps estimated from the base model were not statisti-
cally significantly different for immigrants and descendants, except for a consider-
ably larger gap for descendants in nursing education (20 versus 13 percentage points). 
Initial minority-majority graduation gaps were large among student teachers (14 to 17 
percentage points), but also noteworthy in early childhood education and social work.

In the adjusted model, minority-majority graduation gaps were somewhat reduced 
by taking students’ first-year GPAs into account. Reductions in graduation gaps were 
most pronounced for immigrants in teacher education (10 percentage points) and 
descendants in nursing (8 percentage points), while otherwise quite moderate (2 to 6 
percentage points). In sum, Figure  2 suggests that students with an immigrant back-
ground overall were less likely to complete a degree partly because they, on average, 
achieved poorer academic results than native majority students. As expected, minority-
majority graduation gaps were reduced when comparing students with similar GPA 
levels. Still, the relatively large remaining gaps among students with similar GPA 
levels are associated with additional factors not included in the analysis. However, as 
demonstrated in the next section, these remaining gaps did in fact vary by GPA levels.

Graduation by GPA levels: high‑achievers are narrowing the minority‑majority gaps

Figure 3 displays estimated differences in graduation probabilities between immigrants, 
descendants, and the native majority in each professional study programme according 
to their first-year GPA levels. All graphs indicate that graduation rates increase together 
with GPA levels, but not in a completely uniform additive manner. The increase in 
graduation probabilities is steeper for the lower GPA levels. Moreover, in all four study 
programmes, the intercepts between GPA levels and graduation rates are lower for 
immigrants and descendants, but their graphs are also slightly steeper. Surprisingly, this 
pattern is more pronounced for descendants than for immigrants. This suggests that stu-
dents with an immigrant background who achieved low academic results (GPAs) during 
their first year of enrolment were particularly less likely to complete a degree in these 
study programmes, compared with native majority students with similar low results, 
whereas the minority-majority graduation gaps decreased with increasing GPA levels. 
Descendants also had noteworthy graduation gaps with immigrants which decreased 
with higher GPAs.10 Although minority-majority gaps were narrowing with increasing 
GPA levels there were remaining gaps among students with high GPAs.

Minority-majority gaps among students with the poorest GPAs were 9 to 12 per-
centage points for immigrants and 17 to 20 percentage points for descendants across 
study programmes. In teacher education, gaps for those with the highest GPAs were 
merely reduced to 8 and 13 percentage points respectively for immigrants and descend-
ants, while corresponding gaps were respectively 3 to 4 and 6 to 9 percentage points 
in the other three professional study programmes. In sum, Figure 3 indicates that aca-
demic results achieved in the first year of enrolment are better indicators of graduation 

10  Careful examination of all values for predicted graduation probabilities per GPA decile disclosed that 
minority-majority gaps for immigrants and descendants, as well as gaps between immigrants and descend-
ants, gradually decrease for each higher GPA decile in all four professional study programmes.
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probabilities for students with an immigrant background, compared with native major-
ity students, although they are generally less likely to complete a degree in all four 
study programmes. However, it is also important to keep in mind that the students with 
an immigrant background, on average, achieved lower GPAs than the native majority 
students.

Discussion and conclusions

This article has explored degree completion among students with a non-Western immi-
grant background who enrolled in professional bachelor’s degree programmes that edu-
cate future teachers in early childhood education or schools, nurses, or social work-
ers. In Norway and other immigrant-dense European countries, ethnic minorities are 
currently under-represented in these professions, particularly among schoolteachers. 
Achieving ethnic diversity among highly qualified welfare professionals is an important 

Fig. 3   Estimated graduation probabilities* within five/six years from enrolment, by professional study 
programme, immigrant status, and level of GPAs attained in the first academic year (N = 149,869). Notes: 
*The probabilities were estimated as AME with 95% confidence intervals from regression coefficients in 
the adjusted model in Appendix 2 (Table 3). Estimates are not plotted for students whose GPAs were not 
registered (N = 39,029).
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aspect of warranting adequate provision of public services for immigrant populations. 
Thus, it is important to ensure that those who enrol in study programmes qualifying for 
these professions complete their degrees. Besides, retaining students in these study pro-
grammes, regardless of their ethnicity, is critical to accommodate increasing demands 
for welfare professionals, particularly nurses (European Commission, 2020) and teach-
ers (OECD, 2019).

As expected, the analysis uncovered that both immigrants and descendants are less 
likely than native majority students to complete a degree in professional study pro-
grammes in early childhood education, teaching, nursing, and social work. This is 
partly because, on average, they have higher transfer rates to alternative study pro-
grammes. However, they are also  considerably  more prone to drop out of HE alto-
gether. These trends should be taken seriously and perhaps most of all for teacher 
education, in which graduation rates for students with an immigrant background 
are particularly low. This contributes to the under-representation of ethnic minority 
teachers. Moreover, graduation rates were equally low for immigrants and descend-
ants, contrary to expected lower rates among the former due to that they presumably 
face greater linguistic and cultural challenges. Among nursing students, descend-
ants even had a lower likelihood of degree completion than immigrants. In sum, the 
study programmes examined seem to face challenges in retaining students with an 
immigrant background until graduation. Future research should address the extent to 
which these challenges are linked to deficient integration of students with an immi-
grant background. As emphasised by Tinto (1993), social and academic integration 
are important aspects for students’ sense of belonging in HE, motivation, and ability 
to stay enrolled. As discussed, some qualitative studies indicate that certain students 
with an immigrant background in welfare-oriented study programmes struggle to 
achieve satisfactory academic results and meet professional requirements, particularly 
in practice placements due to inadequate communication skills, experience social iso-
lation, or face instances of discrimination (Flateland et al., 2019; Bernard et al., 2011; 
European Commission, 2016).

As a proxy for academic integration and ability, the analysis did demonstrate that 
GPA levels achieved in the first enrolment year are fairly good indicators of whether 
students with an immigrant background complete their professional degree. Among 
low-achievers, students with an immigrant background were considerably less likely 
to complete a degree in all four study programmes, compared with native majority 
students with similar low results. In contrast, minority-majority graduation gaps were 
substantially reduced among those who achieve well, except for moderate reduc-
tions among high-achieving student teachers. Thus, academically weak students with 
an immigrant background supposedly struggle with more complex challenges to stay 
enrolled until graduation. Unexpectedly, descendants with poor (first-year) GPAs were 
less likely to complete a degree than immigrants with similar GPAs. One may specu-
late whether low-performing students with an immigrant background initially have a 
weaker academic foundation to achieve well, or rather if poor academic results express 
their lack of sufficient academic integration to realise a future professional role. Pre-
sumably, there is some truth in both assumptions. Although GPA is not an exhaustive 
measure of students’ academic integration, poor GPAs can certainly express dissat-
isfaction and lacking motivation to stay enrolled, as well as lacking academic skills. 
Anyhow, compared with low-achieving descendants, immigrants with poor first-year 
GPAs might initially be a more positively selected group of students who ‘cling’ to 
their chosen professional study programme despite extra challenges in achieving good 
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grades. In nursing education, immigrants are plausibly particularly selected as they 
are overall more likely to complete a degree than descendants. Nevertheless, future 
research should look closer into why descendants are the least likely to complete nurs-
ing education.

Limitations

Despite the many advantages of analysing register data covering national student 
cohorts, thus enabling scrutiny of relatively small groups of students with an immi-
grant background in the study programmes examined, these data also present some 
limitations to the analyses in this article. First, these data do not provide access to 
students’ subjective experiences important for study motivation, social and academic 
integration. Future surveys and qualitative studies on students with an immigrant 
background enrolled in professional study programmes in early childhood educa-
tion, teaching, nursing, or social work should go more in-depth on factors that may 
be important to their success in completing a degree. Second, the analyses do not 
account for students’ academic abilities prior to enrolling in the study programmes 
examined due to the large extent of non-registered GPA from upper secondary edu-
cation in the data. Students’ academic integration and ability to complete a degree 
probably vary according to their upper secondary GPA. Third, although the GPAs 
attained by students during their first year of enrolment in HE also capture such dif-
ferences in abilities and academic integration, the analyses using this measure must 
be interpreted with some caution due that quite a few of the students examined have 
non-registered GPA from their respective study programmes. The association between 
first-year GPA and graduation probabilities must also not be interpreted causally as 
the analyses omit many factors that might be related to students’ integration and moti-
vation and thus affect  both their academic results and probabilities of completing a 
degree.

Policy implications

HE institutions and authorities should be aware of comparatively low graduation rates 
among students with an immigrant background in the  welfare-oriented bachelor’s degree 
programmes examined and thus attempt to map and remedy these students’ challenges to 
stay enrolled. Students with an immigrant background enrolled in these study programmes 
apparently have other challenges which they must meet to succeed, compared with native 
majority students. To ensure greater success among these students, HE institutions could 
implement several measures to improve their social and academic integration. For instance, 
although many HE institutions try to integrate students by arranging social events and spon-
sor buddy schemes, such activities often involve alcohol which may not be appropriate for 
all cultures. Arranging more cultural-sensitive social events or creating smaller support 
groups of students would perhaps be better suited to integrating ethnic minority students. 
HE institutions could possibly also prepare students with an immigrant background bet-
ter for cultural-sensitive encounters in the field of practice and organise targeted language 
courses. Having said this, it is also imperative to ensure that those who complete their 
degrees are recruited (and retained) in the respective professions to increase and maintain 
ethnic diversity within them.
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Appendix 1

Table 2   Proportions of students 
with non-registered GPAs, by 
immigrant status, professional 
study programme, and study 
outcome

The percentages were calculated for whether grades were registered 
for the students according to their immigrant status, professional study 
programmes, and study outcomes. For example, GPAs were not regis-
tered for 44.8 per cent of the native majority students with non-com-
pletion in early childhood education.

Native majority Immigrants Descendants

Early childhood education
  Non-completion 44.8 50.8 47.2
  Transfer 74.5 70.8 71.2
  Graduation 20.9 15.0 6.9

Teaching
  Non-completion 27.6 45.1 31.0
  Transfer 49.9 55.8 52.4
  Graduation 9.9 15.8 2.8

Nursing
  Non-completion 39.4 42.8 40.9
  Transfer 59.2 58.5 54.4
  Graduation 7.9 6.2 1.6

Social work
  Non-completion 54.6 61.2 36.5
  Transfer 73.0 71.6 67.7
  Graduation 17.2 13.3 2.3
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