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Abstract

Some educators argue that entry standards are th& mmportant determinants of successful
completion of a university programme; others mamtaat non-academic factors must also be congiddre
this study we sought to investigate open and distdearning students’ perceptions of the factofectihg
academic performance and successful completiorragrammes at Great Zimbabwe University (GZU). We
sampled fifty final year students from the FacufySocial Sciences to respond freely to the questighat
factors have, according to you, the most imporiafiience on your academic performance and congpledi
your programme at the university? These particgpdaentified university support services; studeetspnal
characteristics; the socio-economic environmenty &mding as the most important determinants ofrthe
performance and completion of the programme.
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1. Introduction
Student success is a critical issue facing higltrcation today. Some educators argue that entry

standards are the most important determinantsaeess at university; others maintain that non-atedéctors
must also be considered. There is need to workhegdor the common good; the good of our profegsaur
institutions and most importantly the students aach. In the past few years, the US presidentaBl®bama
indicated his reservations to the American Fedematif Teachers. He observed that the gap in colegfadent
success among various racial and ethnic groupaunasceptably large. It is against this backgrodrad in this
study we investigate factors that influence uniwgrstudents’ success or failure using Great Zimiab
University (GZU) as case study.

2. Orientation
Many studies that have investigated university etiisl success have taken the approach of measuring

factors that were thought to be related to academézess and correlating them with Grade Point #&yer
(GPA) or some other measure of actual successe¥ample, the study by McKenzie and Schweitzer (2001
investigated 13 such correlations. Another categofystudies has investigated lecturers’ and stsdent
perceptions of the likelihood that various factoright influence students' academic success (Kill&94). The
rationale for such studies is that students' peimep about what will enhance their chances of esgcat
university are likely to have a strong influencetba behaviours of students regardless of the bictilaence of
those factors. If students believe that attend&otures contributes to success, they will probatilsnd regularly
and thus increase their chances of being succestiwever, if a student believes that success eaachieved
without attending lectures that student will prolyafiot attend lectures on a regular basis. This diayinish
their chances of success. Likewise, lecturers' gmicon of what factors contribute to student susces!
probably influence their behaviours. If a lectupelieves that attendance at lectures is a requirefoesuccess,
that lecturer may provide information in lecturdmtt is not available from any other source, an @i
disadvantage to students who do not attend.

3. Statement of the Problem

Admitting students to universities implies that gtadents are capable of successfully completirg th
programmes in which they are permitted to enraiasEr and Killen (2003: 254) observe that, “To kimghly
admit students who, for whatever reason, have aaahof academic success would be immoral. Thexgeitois
necessary to have entry requirements that perriii student selection decisions to be made”. In lz&inwve,
this would translate to the assumption that learneino have achieved a certain number of pointshéir t
Advanced Level examinations, or passed OrdinaryelL&ertificate in the case of mature entry student
succeed at university. Experience has however, shihat there is no guarantee that these studedts wi
eventually satisfy the requirements for graduati®d@U enrolls a diversity of students with entry lifigations
ranging from Ordinary Level Certificate for matueatry students, through Advanced Level Certifichte
conventional school leavers, to college certifisated diplomas special entry students. The uniyeedso
enrolls students from the region and beyond withivedent qualifications (e.g. matriculation from 8o
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Africa). This diversity of students’ backgroundsdaentry qualifications is likely to pose some peghk in
students’ performance and completion of their paognes.

This study is designed to measure students’ peorepbn factors that they feel enhance or diminish
their academic performance and completion of theigrammes at GZU. The purpose of the study ideatify
and categorise the post-enrolment factors thatestigdsee as having important influences on theicess and
completion of programmes at GZU.

4. Significance of the Study
Identifying factors influencing students’ perfornc@nand completion of programmes at GZU has the

potential to:

e provide a basis for helping students to reflecttir perceptions and expectations of universityglgt
in order to gain more control over their learningd aapproach university studies in a way that will
maximise their chances of success;

e provide a basis for helping lecturers reflect ogirtlexpectations of and about students so that\hkby
be better informed about ways in which they caiilifate student learning, enhance the influence of
positive factors and minimise the influence of nagafactors on student success; and

e be used by university administrators to help theavigde a learning environment that will maximise th
chances that students will be successful.

5. Literature Review

The practice of using high school results as tlhmgmy determinant for university entrance is common
in many countries. Although there is research sttdpothis practice (e.g. McKenzie and Schweit2€801), the
ability of these techniques to predict student saschas been limited (Riggs and Riggs, 1990; Grahaat).
Manning et al. (1993: 40) suggests that "seleatibout-off points is more related to supply and dachthan it
is to predictive validity in terms of potential @ss". Similar conclusions about the limited predicvalue of
school academic performance were also establishéthbse and Jacobs (1989), Johnes (1990), andd_anuk
Roy (1991).

Existing literature on teaching and learning suggésat factors such as teaching strategies (Badz
Miller, 1991), the students' motivation (Talbot,909, the students' approach to studying (Meyer,01,9he
interaction between students and the academictenddcial systems of the university (Tinto, 197%&jltural
expectations (Ginsburg, 1992), psychosocial fac{ttsKenzie and Schweitzer, 2001) and numerous other
factors (Watkins, 1984; Logan, 1990; Jacobi, 19H&ef, 1992; Minnaert and Janssen, 1992) have great
influence on students' success at university. thésefore, argued that single measures per se,plikvious
academic success, are not strong predictors oéss@t university. Multiple measures, used in coatinn, can
be more predictive than each of the measures usl@ddually (Solomon, Vancouver, Reinhardt and H&39).

Yet, even the multiple measures approach has kimgetential when all the predictors are pre-
enrolment measures (measures of characteristiashi¢vements that occur prior to the student consgrthe
programme in which success is being predicted). Kilben (1994), it does not matter how carefullyethare
constructed, school examinations and special usityeentrance examinations are not strong predictdr
success at university as they do not measure rieleictive factors related to important influenaes success
encountered by students after enrolment at untyersispecially for adult learners and open andadist
learners who have a lot of other responsibilities.

Given the complexity of university education, ieses unlikely that there is much value in trying to
find simple pre-enrolment predictors of successratersity. Rather, it might be more useful to fe@n post-
enrolment factors. Studies that have taken thiscgmth have identified a limited number of factdrattappear
to have a strong influence on academic successeXample, Killen (1994) concluded that some of tiest
significant factors in students' academic successnaversity were interest in the course, motivaticelf-
discipline and effort (none of which can be presglictlirectly from high school results). Student efiwas also
prominent in students' explanations of successfaihde in a study by Schmelzer et al (1987). Thaynd that
persistent and active study was the most commasonethat college students gave for their acadenicess.
Setting appropriate goals, a good study environmend effective time management were also congidere
important. Academic failure was attributed primarib lack of study, poor time management, and iqadie
goal setting. Student self-efficacy also featuremmnently in attempts to explain student succédsgmann,
1994; McKenzie and Schweitzer, 2001).

6. Methodology and Participants
This study was a qualitative baseline study thapst sought to measure what students felt abotit the
university in preparation of a wider and deepeeaesh to be carried out by the researchers in tineersity
during the course of the year. The baseline rebemraneant to guide the researchers in formulating
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designing research instruments for the pendingarebe Respondents were asked to freely respondheo t
following question: What factors have, accordingywmu, the most important influence on your academic
performance and completion of your programme atuthigersity? Since this question elicits their fiegé and
perceptions, the baseline study was thus a queditatudy.

On 31 March 2015, a total of fifty (25 female arilrRale) final year students in the Faculty of Socia
Sciences at GZU main campus were randomly seldotetie study. The students were asked to respaadyf
to the question: What factors have, according tal, yithe most important influence on your academic
performance and completion of your programme autfieersity? Their responses were categorisedthemes
as discussed below.

7. Findings of the Study
Participants identified university support serviceident personal characteristics; the macro socio
economic environment; and funding as the most itapbrdeterminants of their performance and congretif
the programme.

7.1 University support services

In this study, university support services are tibil experiences got by the student in all her/his
contact with the university. They include the totadiversity environment as viewed by the studertese
experiences, viewed as a total package, determimether the student will successfully go through/tisr
programme within the timeframe prescribed for thegpamme.

Students were not happy with the service they mgeh the university. They cited poor library fagés;
weak Internet services; scarce and outdated baglesce accommodation resulting in students arrgniiair
own accommodation out of campus; scarce and peturk2rooms; mass lectures; and overloaded lestar
some of the areas of concern. All respondentgHaltthese university environmental issues compsediheir
academic performance resulting in some of thenmfaiprogramme modules and taking longer than threnab
period to complete the programme.

In recent years universities worldwide have beendssing strategies that help them cut costs. Sme
such strategies have been diminishing the propouiofull-time tenured academic teaching staff poss in
favour of part-timers. In these circumstances,-paré teaching staff have been accorded poor péylianted
professional support with very few or no benefitsabh. In addition part-time lecturers have litile no job
security. GZU has also embraced the strategy. 8tadg¢ GZU have complained of mass lectures coaduay
these part time lecturers who have been overloadtd modules to teach. This arrangement, while &ym
appear attractive to institutions, is detrimentaktudent success especially those students wiib amesistent
assistance in their studies. Such students coaldde those with learning disabilities, the dismubaged and
other vulnerable students.

Thus, all participating students felt that seryicevision at GZU was poor and this contributeddms
of them failing some of the modules. It is thusdaded that the university did not offer a good andducive
learning environment as perceived by the students.

7.2 Student personal characteristics

Also most respondents felt that there were somesopai attributes that determined academic
performance and whether the student would comphetgrogramme in the prescribed time frame or fbings
to do with student internal motivation as obserbgdralbot (1990); the overall student approachttiolydng as
established by Meyer (1990); including self-disicip] goal setting and time management as concliyed
Schmelzer et al (1987), make great contributionsttolents’ performance and completion of the @ogne
within the prescribed time frame. These issues damu current behaviour patterns of the studenterattan
some past behaviour patterns.

7.3 The macr o socio-economic environment

Students also observed that the harsh economicommvent made some of their colleagues drop out.
At the peak of the economic crisis in Zimbabwe @98, universities almost closed down as the mgjofitheir
students stopped coming to university. Studentemvies that the harsh economic environment meahtntlbat
of the adult students’ attention would be dividezteen the academic work and other demands. The poo
performing economy resulted in students failing sarhtheir modules as their minds could not conegatdue
to other pressing problems emanating from the pmamro socio-economic environment.

7.4 Adequate funding
Traditionally university students’ tuition has bedémnded by the government and other public
institutions and the private sector through grasthplarships and soft loans. Today this fundinggisl to come
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by in Zimbabwe. Students felt that as long as tinginds were disturbed by funding issues their acacle
concentration would be weak resulting in not ordppperformance, but failure to complete the progre.

Students were of the opinion that universities ntedecure adequate funding levels to subsidise
students’ fees. In addition they will need to tarips funding towards instruction and support sazs that help
students to advance in their goals. In this regdfordability has to be ensured through keepiritjotu fees
down. This can best be achieved by examining aegareining administrative costs so that they ar@aimem
with student success and reality on the ground.

8. Conclusion
In this study none of the participating studentsiemed entry academic qualifications / points as o

of the determinants of their academic performamze@mpletion of their degree programmes at GZUh&a
they felt that university systems, the general mamonomic environment, student disposition andlifug were
the major determinants of performance and compietid programmes at GZU. This does not mean that
academic entry standards have no bearing on peafaren Their impact is very minimal when compared to
these other factors. In fact a follow-up discussioth some of the respondents revealed that stadeitih high
grades at entry point are not the ones who gradumisitefirst class at the end of the programme. Whé tells

us is that there is more to university educatiorfqguenance than past academic grades. Universitjestis are
already adults whose minds are full of many isgthas may enhance or diminish the academic perfocenanh
students and completion of programmes at univerSitmply taking their past performance as deterntird
present and future performance is not only errosgbut also inconsistent with principles governampult
human life. Our final conclusion is that environranfactors like the university itself, general mac
environment, student motivation and dispositiord anmultitude of other related factors have morpaaot on
university students’ academic performance and cetigni of programmes than their high school resadtpast
performance.

9. Recommendations
Using the above discussion and conclusion as pointreference, we make the following
recommendations for improving students’ performanetention and completion of programmes at unitiers

e Exigting for the customer: The University should improve its student servitesensure service
delivery is user-friendly and motivates studentsvtrk towards excellence. The university may also
introduce a students’ services office where stuglgat counselling and help on both their academic a
social problems.

« Public funding: The government has its obligations on student sscd@ne of these obligations being
that there is need for adequate public fundinguigpsrt operations. This has traditionally beenatest
responsibility to enable college life to be affdotéafor students.

« Staffing levels: The state must also ensure and guarantee pr@féngievels in universities. There is
need to strengthen academic staffing levels pastiiibbugh strong policy frameworks and legislation,
research, communication and collective bargaining.

e Supervision: Government must also ensure that universities lifulieir mandate of high quality
educational programmes for students. Before thergdof ZIMCHE, universities were regarded as
highly autonomous with self-regulatory powers. Setfulation has its own challenges.

e Further studies: This study was a baseline study. A broader angeategtudy in the university or other
universities in the country is therefore recommehde
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