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ABSTRACT The improvement of throughput, graduation and teianrates in South
African higher education is a national priority.tu&ent academic performance data in one
School at a historically disadvantaged South Afriemiversity have shown that the pass
rates have been declining over the past few year$is decline in pass rates have
necessitated the undertaking of this study withitiention of investigating the underlying
factors impacting on student academic performancéhé School. The study adopted a
gualitative case study design which solicited deden a purposive sample of second, third
and fourth year students. Data were collectedutiitdocus group interviews; the interviews
were audio-taped and transcribed and data wergsaththrough content analysis. The study
identified some negative factors that are affectsgdents’ academic performance. The
study concluded that steps should be taken to rerttesl situation and recommendations

were made as to possible intervention strategies.

BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW



The improvement of throughput, graduation and tetanrates in South African higher
education is a national priority and there havenbearious research studies into factors
affecting the academic performance of strudentbath residential and distance education
tertiary institutions. A Department of Educationidt on graduation rates at South African
higher education institutions indicated that only (8er cent of first entering students had
graduated after five years of study (Nel, TroskeeRfuin and Bitzer 2009). According to
Badat (2009:11), “throughput rates for 2000-2004enbetween 13% and 14%, and the
cohort graduation rate was 45% in 2004 with an aVelrop-out rate of 45%”". Breier and
Mabizela (2007:281) also observed that only 15%taflents who enrol in South African
universities are able to complete their degree namgnes in designated time, whereas “30%
drop out after the first year and a further 20%pdoat after their second or third year”. Such
an observation is a cause for concern, as governimessts much in higher education and
expects better throughput and graduation ratesrder to reduce these high attrition and
dropout rates and improve the graduation rates incumbent upon the higher education
sector to understand the nature and extent of stsidecademic challenges in universities.
The literature review revealed the following as soof the factors affecting learning in

higher education.

Lecturing styleand lecturer attributes

Students in contact institutions consciously interdosely with their lecturers. In the day-to-
day interaction between students and lecturerduriec attributes can affect students’
academic performance. Adeyele and Yusufu (2012pfatke opinion that the availability of
resources and satisfying the minimum standards I®eta national quality agency are no
guarantee for good performance but what matters mabe ability of the academic staff
themselves. Mlambo (2011) argues that studentshileg preference and lecturer’s teaching
style have been proven to impact positively in fformance of students in higher
education. Shah (2009), in her PhD study, found shadents’ performance improves when
lecturers show respect to their students. Studered to feel comfortable in the presence of
their teacher. Clay and Breslow (2006) found thatents are motivated to attend classes
even if the topic under discussion is uniteresbogthe lecturer brings about active learning
approaches in the teaching of the content.

Matsumura, Garnier, Pascal and Valdes (in SchvaardtWuppermann 2008) looked at the
effect the quality of assignments has on studehiesement. Using hierarchical linear

modelling they found that a small part of studessttscore variance can be predicted by
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assignment quality. The relationship between assents and student achievement was also
analysed by Newmann, Bryk and Nagaoka (in Schwandt Wuppermann 2008). These
authors found that more intellectually challengasgignments are related to higher gains in
test scores. Wenglinsky (in Schwerdt and Wupperm2008) used multilevel structural
eqguation modelling to analyse the impact of diffeteaching practices on student test scores
in Maths and Science. He found that the use of sramdlearning activities like solving real
world problems and working with objects, an emphasi thinking skills and frequent testing
of students, but also more individualized assessrttenugh projects and portfolios are
positively related to students test scores. Werandl Wigfield (1998:166) assert that “tasks
which are diverse, interesting, and challengingeiostudents’ task-involved goals, as do
tasks students think they have a reasonable cliammomenplete.”

According to Wentzel and Wigfield (1998), evaluatipractices are also likely to influence
students competence-related beliefs, subjectiveegaland goals. For instance, performance
will affect the degree to which ability-related anfation is accessible and comparable
(Rosenholtz and Rosenholtz, in Wentzel and Wigfi€d8). These authors state further that
teachers who frequently constrast students’ pedooes, grant privileges to ‘smart’
students, or award prizes for ‘best’ performance marease the importance of ability but
heighten the negative affect associated with failun contrast, in more co-operative or
mastery-oriented classrooms, everyone who perfaahesjuately can experience success. As
a result, students in mastery-oriented classroones raore likely to focus on self-
improvement than comparisons, to perceive themselseable, and to have high expectation
for success (Nicholls, in Wentzel and Wigfield 1998 general, these findings can be
interpreted as showing that mastery evaluation tigexc are better at fostering and
maintaining motivation than competitive evaluatimractices. Recognition of student effort
instead of only recognizing their ability, and gigiall students (rather than just the ‘best’
students) a chance to achieve recognition fos@sk-itvolved goals. Furthermore, such
recognition practices make comparative ability ssseent less relevant, students instead
focus more on their own efforts and on improvingitiskills (Wentzel and Wigfield 1998).

Therole of assessment feedback

According to Jordan (in McCann and Saunders 20b6)h assessment and assessment
feedback play a fundamental role in underpinninglent learning in higher education and as

such should be an integral part of any teachingleadhing strategies. This means that the
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assessments the lecturers choose to offer studedtthe ways in which they (the lecturers)
give feedback can have a significant impact onattedemic performance of students. Brown
(in McCann and Saunders 2010:2) defines assesdesgtitack as “information which can be
given in various forms, in response to an assedssmeran individual's or a group’s
performance of a task with the purpose of motiatime student(s) by informing them how
well they have done and how to improve”. Thus, beedk should essentially be part of the
teaching and learning process because, as Rami&d8R) (shows, assessment has two
functions: to tell us whether or not the learnirgs hbeen successful and in conveying to
students what we want them to learn. Several ssyslint to the importance of feedback in
student learning. According to Luckett and Suthed|§2000), assessment is used to provide
feedback to students about their progress in aa@notivate them and help them improve
their learning. Taras (2002) shows that feedbacinotbe effective unless the student has
understood what the purpose of the assessmenthaast was assessed, and how he or she
can improve the shortfalls in the future. Race @0§tates that in order for feedback to be
effective, it should ideally be received within aydor two. McCann and Saunders (2010)
assert that for assessment feedback to be mostie#feit needs to be timely, relevant,

meaningful and offer suggestions for improvemeat gtudents can understand.

M odule content

The way module content is structured and how iprissented to students can also affect
student learning. Richards (2007:51) states thasdand educational program should be
based on the analysis of learner needs”. SimiléBlghmitt (2002:136) observes that any
course or module based on students’ needs is bioulpel “sensitive to learners’ needs.” The
content that students learn in modules should béseelated to real life situations. Theall
(2004) indicates that the application of theoréticaowledge in real life situations enables
students to easily understand the learnt matesighey can easily identify with it. This is in
contrast to theorised and abstract material thgtleadifficult for students to understand as it
is divorced from their everyday life. Gene and DEH9O8) argue that a curriculum linked to
real life situations encourages students to leaorenand be more involved in the learning
process. Murray, Olivier and Human (1998) beliemewihat they term ‘learning through
problem solving’. This suggests that content inrses and modules should be planned in
such a way that it poses problems that studentsléhiy to solve. If content is presented in
such a way that it compels students to memorists,fac may not assist students to be

problem-solvers or critical thinkers (Murray, Oviand Human 1998). These authors further
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postulate that a problem-centred learning apprasdiased on the realisation that students
are able to construct their own knowledge as imidigls and in groups and share the

constructed knowledge.

L earning strategies and other aspectsrelated to studying

According to Cukras (2006), university students cefahe challenge of understanding
assigned tasks, selecting appropriate study stestefgr interpreting and reviewing the
assigned tasks and self-monitoring their understgndCukras (2006) states further that
students must develop a number of study strateébetscan be selectively utilized to meet
particular demands of the learning material, andkimae their understanding of the
material. Most students find it difficult to useethtime effectively. Students have a lot of
work to accomplish each semester at universitig, tlherefore important that they learn how
to use their available time wisely. Poor managenwntime is often caused by lack of
planning for one’s study. In most cases studentaaiabalance their time between study and
leisure. Mushishi (1997) suggests that a time sdeesheet should be used to ensure good
and effective management of one’s study time. Tdwva view of a study time schedule is
supported by Du Plessis, Du Toit and Roos (199%) emphasise that the time schedule can

be advantageous if a student is able to stick to it

L anguage competence

Although English has been a medium of instructio®south African schools for many years,
students form disadvantaged backgrounds have tigt daquired the skills of speaking,
reading and writing, which are important areasaoiguage competence (Jama, Mapasela and
Beyveld 2008). Language competence may, therebereegarded as another factor affecting

the learning ability of students and their acadgpeidormance.

Coping with social and emotional demands

The unfamiliarity of a tertiary environment, es@dgi to first entering students, may be a
source of anxiety, feelings of insecurity and stré€Snyders, Vawala, Taljaard, Brophy and
Plaatjies 2005). It is imperative that studentsuaegknowledge of the nature and causes of
stress in order to cope with stressful situatidrad thay impact negatively on their learning
efforts. Entering a new environment also entailsniag new relationships. According to
Snyders et al (2005), it is only through rewardietationships that students can fulfil their

potential and achieve success. McCombs and MRI@d7) are of the opinion that learning is
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influenced by social interactions, interperson#étrens, and communication. McCombs and
Miller (2007) emphasize that if students have gaethtionships with teachers they
experience their academic work as meaningful aredpgtomotes their understaning. On the
contrary, when students experience poor relatigsskiith their teachers, they see their
academic work as coercive, irrelevant and not hglphem to achieve their academic goals
(McCombs and Miller 2007).

The purpose of this study was to explore studenésts on factors affecting their academic
performance, specifically lecturing style and leetattributes, assessment feedback, module
content as well as academic and psycho-social erigdls in a particular School at a

university.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Based on the background and the literature, anadtbess the purpose of the study, the

following research questions were formulated:

. In which ways do lecturing style and lecturer htites affect students’ academic
performance?

. How does assessment feedback affect students’ moagerformance?

. How does module content affect student learning?

. What are students’ academic and psycho-socialeigdls at university?

RESEARCH METHODOL OGY

This study employed a qualitative case study desiyralitative studies are known for their
ability to understand phenomena from the partidigamoint of view (Bogdan and Briklen
1998). The study sought to establish factors affgcstudents’ academic performance from
the point of view of the students themselves. Ttheyswas carried out in one School in the
selected university. The School was selected laasitexperienced a decline in pass rates and

graduation rates hence it was considered an infiwmach site.

Population and sampling
Students from second year up to fourth year imptrécipating School formed the population

of the study. A purposive sample of 25 male andebfale students participated in the study.



These students were drawn from second to final gedrwere deemed experienced enough
with teaching and learning practices in the uniwgr® provide useful insights on factors

affecting students’ academic performance.

Data collection

Focus group interviews were used as a mode of atwie data from the participants.
Participants were interviewed in groups of eightl aix. Six groups of students were
interviewed and these were audio-recorded and ti@escribed.

Reliability and validity

According to Maree (2010:80), validity and rellap in qualitative research refer to
“research that is credible and trustworthy”. ld@rto ensure reliability and validity of the
outcomes of the study, the researchers saw toait tthere were no biases and undue
influences during the whole interviewing proceskisTprocess adhered to the recognised
procedures which ought to be followed when codiogtegorising and analysing data.
Furthermore, the research included primary dataerresults to allow the reader to see the
basis upon which the researchers’ conclusions wexde (Wolcott, in Eisner and Peshkin
1990). For example, some of the participants’ giewere given with actual quotations as

evidence.

Data analysis
The data was analysed through content analysigerviaw transcriptions were coded and

categorized, and thereafter analysed for pattéatseimerged as themes.

Ethical issues

The participants were informed about the purposethef research. They participated
voluntarily and they could terminate their partatipn at any time if they so wished.

Permission to conduct the research was grantechéyResearch Ethics Committee at the

university.

RESULTS

The following are categories on which analysis @i rdata was based, and themes that

subsequently emerged from the analysis.



Category 1: Module content
Interesting modules, less interesting modules, avadlability of reference books are themes
that emerged in this category. Some brief commemisach of the themes follow:

. I nter esting modules

The participants expressed their feelings aboutulesdwhich they regard as interesting.
Participants said these modules are challengingséintilate their thinking. The practical
component is said to be sufficiently provided thast theory and one is encouraged to think

more about applying knowledge in real life situatio

. L essinteresting modules

Participants also indicated that there are modikeg regard as less interesting. Participants
pointed out that in some of these modules theyuasterepeating the subject matter they did
in high school. Assessments are said to be lealenlying in some of these modules and
students are expected to do more theoretical Wk practicals. In addition, the demands of
assignments are not articulated. Some participaimsct quotationsSome assignments are

not clear. You do not know what you are expeciatbt.

. Availability of reference books
Participants indicated that it is difficult to gatoper reference books in the library. The few

books which are available are reported to be vity o

Category 2. Assessment
Provision of feedback was the only theme that eetkrg this category.

. Provision of feedback

Participants commented as follows about feedbagérding assignments and testSome
assignments are never brought back to studentssémiester marks appear”. “In some
instances a test is written even when the firstism®t yet brought back to students” “When
feedback is given, students are not informed hogy tehould answer the questions”

“Sometimes feedback is given a week before semestedes are released”. “With some



assignments all students get the same mark. Sssignanents come back with no comments,
only the marks”.

Category 3: Lecturer attributes

Unapproachable lecturers and lecturer favouritignevthemes that emerged in this category.

. Unapproachablelecturers

Participants indicated that they find it difficulb consult some lecturers when they have
problems with subject contentSome lecturers make us afraid to interact withrthe They
would just crush the student’s spirit. It is liteey have a personal grudge against students”
Some lecturers are said to mention phrasesYke are dull” or “you are stupid” referring

to students. Some lecturers discourage studantalways sayind'you will all fail this
module”

. L ecturer favouritism

Participants indicated that some lecturers appedavour certain groups of students’ in
class. For example, when asking questions someréstwill always point to those students
who get high marks in assignments and tests. Y&dhard to gender favouritism, participants
said that some male lecturers appear to favourleestadents:“they always point at females
in the class”.

Category 4: Students’ academic challenges

Language problem, time management and academingvate themes that emerged in this
category.

. L anguage problem

Language competence is regarded as another sesitagemic challenge for students.
Participants indicated that some lecturers areritting to students’ inability to acquire
English language skills, especially speaking. iElpants said: Some lecturers give
examples in their mother tongue when teachingasstl “Some lecturers penalise students
for language mistakes in tests and assignmentsoutitshowing them how they should
correct those mistakes”.

. Time management

According to participants, students lack of timenagement skills lead to postponement of
tasks and subsequently poor academic performance.

. Academic writing



Participants said that students in the School heoteyet grasped academic writing skills.
Participants felt that there should be some forracaidemic support to deal with the issue of
academic writing. Participants said‘The problem in the School is the lack of tutors,

otherwise they would help with academic writing”.

DISCUSSION

The participants’ comments on category 1 have shilnahmodule content is one area that
needs special attention regarding how it is stmectuand presented to students. Peacock
(2001) asserts that lecturers should ensure thatul@ocontent and resultant teaching
approaches are in line with students’ needs. dtse important that the content that students
learn in modules should, as far as possible, lade@lto real life situations. In the case of the
School in question, it means that more practicdisukl be done in various fields of
specialisation. Module content should not justh®retical and divorced from students’ real
life experiences. One of the reasons why some tasdue regarded as less interesting in is
that students do more theoretical work than pralgtic Participants indicated that some
modules are less challenging and they do not satauheir thinking, especially with regard
to assessments thereof. Murray, Olivier and Hud&98) suggest that content in courses
and modules should be planned in such a way tipaisgs problems to students. If content is
presented in a way that compels students to meendausts it may not assist students to
become problem solvers or critical thinkers (Murr@ivier and Human 1998). Participants
have indicated that lack of reference books istarampediment in the process of mastering
module content. According to social exclusion tiyg@randsm 2000), students are denied
access to information due to a lack of appropri@sources such as reference books,
especially in historically disadvantaged institngo This lack of resources becomes a
hindrance to students when executing their acadelam&s because they cannot get
appropriate information.

Participants’ comments on assessment (categorgc2séd on the way feedback was being
provided in the School. Students appear to beati$ed with the way in which some
lecturers handle feedback. The importance of faekllin learning has been pointed out in
several studies. According to Luckett and Sutmerlg2000), if feedback is properly
provided to students, it can motivate them and awprtheir learning. Participants indicated
that in some instances they do not get feedbaclriiten assignments and, if feedback is

provided, it may be very late. Race (2002) pointistbat feedback should ideally be received
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within a day or two in order to be significantlyfesftive. Race (2002) states further that
feedback should not dampen students’ learningtspitd as such words like ‘weak’ or ‘poor’
should be avoided as far as possible. Chong (18980 the opinion that regular, frequent
and immediate feedback is usually more effectiv@ntirregular, infrequent and delayed
feedback. Rosenshine and Stevens (in Chong 199$jested that frequent feedback
enhances students’ learning processes. Kulik andk Kin Chong, 1999) argue that
immediate feedback works far better than delayedlldack because it shows students the
mistakes in their work and prevents them from répgathe same errors. Brophy and
Brophy (in Chong 1999:8) emphasized the importawictspecific and explicit feedback”.
These authors argued that students should bexaldlg which aspects of their responses are
correct and which are incorrect.

Research has found that students’ performance wepravhen lecturers show respect
towards them. In other words, the interaction leetw students and lecturers should be
characterised by respect and trust. If studemt€raction with the lecturers is cordial, it
might increase their level of commitment to acadetasks. Participants indicated that they
find it difficult to interact with some lecturersebtause of the latter's negative conduct and
attitude. It is a common occurrence that studentaptain about a negative attitude of a
lecturer at a tertiary institution. In such a attan, students will develop a negative attitude
towards a course (module) offered by the lectuoeicerned. According to Yaworski, Weber
and Ibrahim (2000), students who develop positelationships with their lecturers feel more
comfortable in approaching them when they needstasgie. The same authors further
indicate that the professors who were interviewetheir study generally agreed that it was
the high achieving students who perceived themxgeres and sought their advice. In
contrast, the low achieving students did not peecéhieir professors as experts and often did
not trust their professors’ judgements concernimgirtwork. Aiken (2002:162) argues as
follows: “Of all the factors that influence studdearning, one of the most important is the
classroom teacher. The abilities, attitudes amdgoelity of the teacher can have a profound
effect on the extent to which students benefit fimhool experiences”.

Student academic challenges range from languagklgms to difficulties in academic
writing. According to Ayliff, in Jama, Mapesela carBeyleveld (2008), students from
historically disadvantaged backgrounds have ndy fatquired and grasped the skills of
speaking and writing, even though English has lzeeredium of instruction in South African
schools for many years. Participants expresseddisgust as a result of staff members who

use their mother tongue instead of English wheohieg, and they indicated that these staff
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members are contributing to students’ inabilityatmuire English language skills. Another
challenge facing students is time management. Btasients find it difficult to use their time

effectively. Poor management of time is said tcdesed by lack of time management skills.
Participants indicated that many students in thkeo8lcstill lack academic writing skills.

Snyders, Vawda, Taljaard, Brophy and Plaatjies $2Qfbint out that students arrive at
university with different writing skills.  Many gtlents are still far less experienced in
organising their thoughts into a logical and coheergument and would benefit greatly from
academic writing programmes (Snyders et al. 2005hese authors stated further that

academic writing is one of the most important skittl higher education.

CONCLUSIONS

It can be concluded that the way in which modulatent is presented to students might
influence their attitude and motivation toward adule, and ultimately their academic
performance. This conclusion is substantiateddji@pants’ views concerning ‘interesting’
and ‘less interesting’ modules in the School. slimportant that lecturers should take the
interests of students into consideration when 8irug presentations of module content. It
was noted that students’ mastery of content caanb@nced if reference books are readily
available. This is difficult in historically disadntaged institutions which are still struggling
to have adequate resources.

With regard to assessment in the School, it wagateld that feedback was not properly
handled in some modules. In the preceding discossiarious authors have indicated the
importance of feedback in improving the academidgomance of students. This research
has revealed that feedback was not properly dotigeirschool, and as such it may not serve
the purpose it is intended for. It is hoped thed issues raised by participants concerning
feedback will be considered and some steps takesmedy the situation.

The research has also highlighted some issues rongelecturers’ conduct and attitude
toward students. It is evident that students atdree to consult some of the lecturers in the
School, and this may have a negative impact ormtlaglemic performance of students. Any
interaction between students and lecturers shaalchbracterised by respect and trust.
Students have some academic challenges that neterfunvestigation. These include
language problems, time management and acadentiogvriThe University in question has
long been faced with the problem of a large inteak@academically disadvantaged students

from a poor educational background. The seconsiangols from which these students come
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have little or no resources necessary for adecqaedemic preparedness. It would therefore
be appropriate to implement, for example, academiitng skills programmes for first year

students.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings of the study as well as itleeature, the following recommendations
are made:

. The School should put in place staff developmewongm@ammes in liaison with the
Centre for Higher Education Teaching and Learnmthe university. Such programmes will
assist lecturers with basic teaching and assesskidist

. Lecturers should explain what assessment feedtmadkriand how to use it by
intergrating it more clearly into the teaching dearning process. This could help students to
respond effectively to feedback.

. The School should also liaise with the Centre faghdr Education Teaching and
Learning in the university for offering of a serie§ academic writing and study skills
workshops to all first-years in the first semesteevery year.

. Systematic monitoring of students’ academic peréorae should be put in place to
identify ‘at risk’ students on time and put in paappropriate intervention measures such as
mentoring and supplemental instruction.

. There should be a balance between theory and geaaspecially with regard to
professional and/or career orientated degree pmuges.

. Students should have some opportunities of applheg knowledge in work places
relevant to their fields of study and rendering/gsss in the community.

. Academic staff should help students see themsalwespable of learning rather than
making them feel hopeless and incapable. In additize interaction between students and
lecturers should be characterised by mutual respetpositive regard, and this may increase
the likelihood of co-operation and student success.
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