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A B S T R A C T

Background: Study delay and attrition are major concerns in higher education. They cost time and effort, and
threaten the availability of higher qualified professionals. Knowing early what factors contribute to delay and
attrition may help prevent this.
Objective: The aim of this study was to examine whether student characteristics, including a literature study
report grade as a proxy of cognitive abilities, predicted study success in a dual advanced nurse practitioner
education program.
Methods: Retrospective cohort study, including all 214 students who between September 2009 and September
2015 started the two-year program at the HAN University of Applied Sciences in Nijmegen, the Netherlands.
Study success was defined as having completed the program within the envisaged period. Variables examined
included: age, gender, previous education (bachelor's degree or in-service training in nursing), work setting
(general health, mental health, public health, or nursing home care), and literature study report grade (from 1 to
10). A hierarchical logistic regression analysis was performed.
Results: Most students were female (80%), had a bachelor's degree in nursing (67%), and were employed in a
general healthcare setting (58%). Mean age was 40.5 years (SD 9.4). One hundred thirty-seven students (64%)
had study success. Being employed in a general healthcare setting (p≤ 0.004) and a higher literature study
report grade (p= 0.001) were associated with a higher study success rate.
Conclusion: In advanced nurse practitioner education, study success rate seems associated with the student's
cognitive abilities and work field. It might be worthwhile to identify students ‘at risk of failure’ before the start of
the program and offer them extra support.

1. Introduction

Study delay and high study attrition are major concerns in higher
education, including nursing education. These cost time, effort and
money, and are disappointing for the student as well as for the edu-
cational institute. Moreover, high attrition threatens the availability of
higher qualified professionals to meet high healthcare standards as well
as the increasing demand on the healthcare system caused by the aging
of the population. Early identification of factors that contribute to study
delay and attrition may help prevent this.

Previous studies have shown that male gender, lower age, and lower
entry qualifications were associated with student attrition in higher
nursing education programs (Bennett et al., 2016; Lancia et al., 2013;
Dante et al., 2011; McLaughlin et al., 2010; Mulholland et al., 2008;
Pryjmachuk et al., 2008; for a review of the literature regarding the
predictive value of admission scores on program completion, see
Bennett et al., 2016). The evidence from these few studies is not strong,

however, as the findings were inconsistent, possibly as a result of dif-
ferences in the program, the student characteristics, and the definition
of the dependent variable (Table 1). In addition, the findings do not
necessarily apply to advanced nursing programs, which are often dual
programs. Students in these programs are generally older and often
have more relevant work experience compared to students in general
higher education programs (Wilson et al., 2011). Other entry require-
ments may apply for older students, at least in the Netherlands. To our
knowledge, only one recent study has examined possible predictors of
attrition in an (online) nurse practitioner program (Knestrick et al.,
2016). Higher instead of lower age, a work setting other than in adult-
gerontology acute care, and a lower number of credits accrued in the
first term were associated with withdrawal and leave of absence of
students (Table 1). More research on this topic in advanced nursing
programs is needed.

The aim of this study was to examine whether student character-
istics (age, gender, previous education, work setting, and a literature
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