
Factors Affecting StudentsÕ Academic Performance in Higher
Education Institutions

Adem Kedir Geleto, Lecturer, Haramaya University,
     P. O. Box 162
    Haramaya University, Ethiopia
     Email: ademkg@yahoo.com



2

Factors Affecting StudentsÕ Academic Performance in Higher Education

Institutions

Abstract

Education is one of the critical sources to the alleviation of poverty. Higher education is

one of the centers of excellence for producing human resources necessary for

socioeconomic development of a country. The main objective of this study was to identify

the factors that affect studentsÕ academic performance in higher learning institutions.

Data were collected from 135 first degree fourth year students taken using stratified

random sampling with proportional allocation and analyzed by the method of multiple

linear regression. It was found that student's performance is positively influenced by

father's level of education, high school performance (that is explained through ESLCE

results), securing department of first choice, and the time to start preparing for

examinations. Those students who start preparing for examinations only after the dates

of examinations are scheduled were found to perform less than those who start reading

from the beginning of classes or early after classes have begun. The findings also reveal

that studentÕs performance is negatively influenced by the economic status of the father

and age of the students.  Implications of the findings and policy recommendations are

also discussed in the paper.

Key words: high school performance; higher institutions; multiple regression; stratified

random sampling; studentÕs performance
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1. Background and Justifications

Education is a process by which man transmits his experiences, new findings, and values

accumulated over the years, in his struggle for survival and development through

generations. Education enables individuals and society to make an all round participation

in the developmental process, by acquiring knowledge, ability, skills and attitudes.

Education is one of the critical sources to the alleviation of poverty. Low level of formal

education has been linked to employment in low wage earning jobs (Miller, 1998).

According to Miller, although having a high school, post high school, and even college

education does not guarantee getting a high paying job educational attainment is one of

the most significant things an individual can do to keep from being poor. He also adds

that higher levels of education narrow the income gap across gender and racial lines.

Focus on teaching, training, and overall professional development of teachers and other

personnel is one of the special attention and action priorities of the 1994 Education and

Training Policy of the Federal Democratic Republic Government of Ethiopia (FDRE,

1994). Higher education is one of the centers of excellence for producing human

resources necessary for socio-economic development of a country.

Due to different factors, however, both the quantity and the quality of graduates from

higher education in Ethiopia have become points of discussions nowadays. The number

of graduates from higher education institutions is far less than the number of entrants to

Freshman programs of higher institutions. Some students are dismissed just at the end of
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the first semester of the Freshman program, others withdraw or are dismissed in between.

This obviously sends the students to their parents of which many are poor. Added to what

the parents have invested on them for educating them to the completion of high schools,

the parents and the children may face financial, social and psychological problems for

their investments remained fruitless.

 Even among those who reach graduation, only few of the graduates graduate with high

cumulative grade points. The shortage in the number of instructors in different higher

education institutions and high schools are some indicators of these problems.

Different researchers have made attempts to identify the factors that affect studentÕs

performance in lower and higher institutions.  Anderson et. al. (1994) concludes that

students who received better scores in high schools also perform better in college and

men had better grades than women. Borg and Shapiro (1996) said that a student would do

better in class where the student and professor had similar learning styles. On the other

hand Topping (1994) had found that sitting at the back in the classroom and absence from

classes negatively affect the performance of the student. According to Topping an

increase of one percent in absences will reduces the score of the final examination by

0.043%.   There are also different researchers who indicate that if a student develops

negative attitude towards the course and/or towards the instructor from the beginning or

before the beginning of the class, his/her performance in the course will be lowered.

Habte (1988), based on his study on first year regular science degree students of Addis

Ababa University of 1987/88, concludes that studentÕs first semester GPA is affected by

the Ethiopian School Leaving Certificate Examination (ESLCE) GPA directly and by

dormitory facility indirectly. He also indicated that there is a significant difference in
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performance of students from Addis Ababa and from other regions of the country, the

former performing better. Mohammed (1989), in his comparative study on the

performance of students from Addis Ababa and other parts of the country, has found that

fluctuations in average performance might be attributed to factors like students' personal

problems. Tsige (2001), in her study on the performances of the Freshman entrants

(1998/99) to Addis Ababa Commercial College, has found financial and personal

problems as the most important factors affecting students' performance. The personal

problems, according to Tsigie's finding, are lack of self-confidence, feelings of

loneliness, and adjustments to the situations in the college. Like other researchers her

analysis also shows that there was a significant difference between the performance of

students from Addis Ababa and other parts of the country.

Fentaw (2001), in his study on the comparative performance of the regular and quota

entrants to higher institutions, indicates that the survival rate on the first year of the

regular admission and quota admissions students were 64% and 50 %, respectively. He

also showed that the graduation rates of regular admission and quota admission female

students are 50% and 40%, respectively.

The findings cited above might have contributed a lot to the researches on the education

system at different levels. They are, however, very limited to generalize on the

performance of students in higher institutions. Some considered only one department in a

university. Others considered the performance of students in the first semester of the

Freshman program in which the problem of adjustments to the institutions is confounded

with other factors, and still others have limited the factors for consideration- effect of

accommodation (Tsige, 2001), admission type (Fentaw, 2001).
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Student's performance is, however, affected by multiple factors and should not also be

confined to one semester performance. To reach a valid generalization on studentsÕ

performance, we need to consider different departments. This study, therefore, is

expected to fill the gaps.

2. Objective of the study

The objective of this study is to identify the factors that could affect the performance of

students in higher learning institutions.

The output of the study is expected to serve as an input for education policy of the

country in general, and improvements of education in the university in particular and

contribute to the research in education, in general.

3.  Methodology

3.1. Scope and Delimitation of the study

The study was undertaken in Haramaya University, Haramaya, Ethiopia. Haramaya

University is located in Haramaya District of Eastern Hararghe Zone of the Oromiya

Regional State. The study considered the bachelor degree programs, namely:

Departments of Animal Science, Plant Science and Agricultural Extension from the

College of Agriculture; Biology, Chemistry, History, Geography, Physics, Mathematics

and English from the Faculty of Education; and Department of Health Officers from the

Faculty of Health. The particular study population is the degree graduates of the

2001/2002 Academic Year. During that particular year the were 529 fourth year degree

students of which 46, 55, 48, 32, 40, 61, 47, 45, 41, 23 and 91 belong to the departments
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of Animal Sciences, Agricultural Extension, Biology, Chemistry, English, Geography,

Health Officers, History, Mathematics, Physics, and Plant Sciences, respectively.

3.2. Sampling and data sources

The list of students from the registrar was used as the sampling frame for the study. As

the performance may vary from department to department and since students in different

departments take different types of courses stratified random sampling was used to select

students for the study. Accordingly, 135 students among 529 fourth year students of the

2001/02 batch were studied, with proportional allocations to the departments.

Primary data on studentÕs characteristics were collected using a questionnaire prepared

for the purpose.  Information on ESLCE was also taken from the students, assuming that

students do not keep it secret as they may do for their CGPA in the university. Data on

Cumulative Grade Point Average (CGPA) of the students were, however, obtained from

the graduation approval sheets of the registrar.

3.3. Method of Data Analysis

The method of data analysis to measure the functional relationship between a quantitative

dependent variable and one or more independent variables is the regression analysis. The

same method was also used in this research to study the influence of different factors on

the cumulative GPA upon graduation of the students. The method is discussed briefly as

follows.
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The dependent variable in this study is the Cumulative GPA upon graduation of the

student. The independent variables were selected based on the literature and some

preliminary analysis of the data. These are listed in Table 1.

3.3.1. The Multiple Linear Regression Model

A linear regression equation of the a dependent variable Y on k independent variables X1,

X2, É, X k is given by

Y=! 0+! 1X1+! 2X2+É.+ ! kXk+"                                                                                        3.1

Where,

         ! 1,! 2, É, ! k are the slopes ( the change in Y for the unit change in the explanatory

variable Xi)

! 0 is the value of Y when all independent variables assume zero values

" is the random term.

The coefficients of the linear regression model are estimated under the assumption that

the random term assumes normal distribution with zero mean and constant variance. The

values of the random term are also assumed to be independent.

3.3.2. Testing the Significance of the model

 After fitting a linear regression model by estimating the coefficients, we have to test

whether the coefficients are statistically significant. This can be done either by testing the
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overall significance of the model or by testing the significance of the individual

coefficients.

 The test about the overall significance of the model uses the F- test and test whether at

least one of the coefficients are significantly different from zero. The test about

individual coefficients uses the t- test and tests whether each independent variable is

statistically significant in determining the dependent variable.

The null and alternatives hypotheses in the test about individual coefficient are given by:

H0: ! i=0

H1: ! i#0

Where i=1, 2, É., k.

The test statistic is given by

    
i

i

SE
t

!

!

ö

ö
=                                                                                                                         3.2

Where i!ö  is the estimated value of ! i

             
i

SE
!ö

 is the standard error of the estimate of ! i

If this calculated t value is greater than the tabulated value of t with n-k-1 degrees of

freedom (where n is the total number of observations and k is the number of independent

variables in the model) at $  level of significance we conclude that the null hypothesis is

rejected and the coefficient is statistically significant.

In addition to testing the significance of the coefficients we have to check or test whether

the assumptions of the Ordinary Least Squares are fulfilled.

Sometimes, the successive values of the dependent variable may be related. Such a

problem is called autocorrelation. It usually occurs in time series data. It can be checked



10

by plotting the residuals against time. If there is a trend or a regular pattern in the plot we

opt for appropriate correction technique.

If the error terms do not have constant variance, it is difficult to make statistical

inferences regarding the regression equation. This can also be checked by plotting

residuals against the fitted values. If there is a pattern (trend), we opt for appropriate

solution.

When two or more independent variables are highly correlated to each other, the

regression model specified is unable to separate the effect of each individual variable on

the dependent variable. When such a problem exists, estimates of the parameters have

larger standard errors and the regression coefficients tend to be unreliable.

The other assumption to be cared for is the normality of the random terms and the values

of the dependent variable. This can be checked by drawing the Normal Probability Plot.

If the plot follows a straight line that passes through the origin, we conclude the

assumption is met.

4.   Principal Results

Out of the independent variables listed in Table 1, only those indicated in Table 2 are

found to be significant after applying the backward stepwise regression analysis. This

method of entering variables retains important variables as much as possible.

As it can be observed from the table, the CGPA of a student as a function of the

significant independent variables is given by

CGPA= -0.126 A+0.01537Fe-0.211FI+0.448Egpa+0.206Dchoice+0.2684Rexam+3.674

Where,
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         A= age of the student in years

         Fe= father's years of education

         FI= Father's income category

         Egpa= ESLCE GPA

         Dchoice= Department Choice

         Rexam= When to start reading for exams

That is, the most important factors affecting student's performance are how early the

student starts reading for exams, ESLCE GPA, father's education, whether he/she gets the

department of first choice, income category of the father and age of the student. The

coefficients indicate that students having more educated fathers perform better than

students having less educated or illiterate fathers.  Those students who performed better

in ESLCE perform better also in the university courses.  Students who have got the

department of their first choices were found to perform better than those who are placed

in the departments different from their first choices. Those students who start reading for

examinations only after the examinations are scheduled perform less than those who start

reading when the classes began or some weeks after the beginning of classes. StudentÕs

performance is also found to be negatively related with age. Those students having poor

fathers perform better than the students from economically better families.

This model has also been checked for the assumptions of the Ordinary least square

method.

The Normal Probability Plot given in Figure 1 indicates that the data are nearly normally

distributed; as the plot follows a straight line. The scatter plot of residuals against the

predicted value, Figure 2, also indicates that there is no identifiable trend, which means
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that the assumption of constant variance is met. The scatter plot of residuals against

time, Figure 3, in itself shows that there is no problem of autocorrelation in the

model. None of the independent variables are also highly related. This problem was

partly solved by the backward stepwise regression model used for variable selection.

5.  Discussions

The results of the data analysis show that the most important factors that affect students

performance are performance at high school level (ESLCE GPA), father's income and

education, getting the department of first choice, time of starting reading for

examinations and age of the student.

Accordingly those students who performed better in ESLCE performed also better in

higher institutions, because they had strong potential to easily catch up with exam types

in the universities.  This finding is also in consistence with the findings of the previous

researches. Lower survival rate and low graduation rate of quota admitted (students with

low ESLCE GPAs, and thus admitted through affirmative actions) than regular admission

(those with higher ESLCE GPAs) as indicated by Fentaw (2001), for instance, supports

this finding.

Family background is another important factor found to be significant in this study,

although it had not been considered in the previous studies. The more the father is

educated the better is the performance of the student. This may be due to the fact that

educated fathers are well aware of the importance of and the challenges in education, and

thus provide their children with moral strength to perform very well. On top of this, these
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fathers may exempt their children from doing some household activities when they were

at lower grades.  Performance of students, on the other hand, is negatively related to

economic statuses of the fathers. That is, students having poor fathers were found to

perform better than those coming from better families. The possible reason for this result

may be that education is one of the means of escaping from poverty in Ethiopia and other

underdeveloped countries, and thus students coming from poor family backgrounds may

study very hard to secure jobs. Students from poor family background may also know

that their parents expect financial assistances from them after graduation, thus they work

very hard to achieve the goal. If a student from poor family is dismissed from a

university, the risk of getting a job and other moral hazards are there and that could

probably make him/her study very hard. They do not also have enough money to engage

in other activities that take their times. One may argue that the more the father is

educated, the better his economic status will be and thus education and economic status

should affect studentÕs academic performance in the same direction. The author,

however, has the stand that education may help a person making him/her gain knowledge

and bring change of attitudes without bringing a significant change in his/her income. In

terms of attitudinal change and knowledge even two yearsÕ education is better than one

yearÕs education. This may not be true for the change in income, in general.

Two important factors that were found to significantly affect student's performance are

getting department of first choice and time of starting reading for examinations. These are

the factors in the universities. Those students who had got departments of their first

choices had performed better than those who were placed in departments different from

their first choices.  In almost all universities in Ethiopia only those students who score
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higher GPAs secure departments of their first choice. Students who start reading for

examinations from the beginning of the classes or early after the classes have begun were

also found to perform far better than those who start reading for examinations after

examination dates are scheduled. The possible reasons may be that those who start

reading for examinations after the examinations dates are scheduled cannot get enough

time to cover lecture notes and even may be confused with deciding what to concentrate

on and what to leave out. Examination for all courses and all departments are also

scheduled so that they can be finished within one or two weeks. Thus, those who wait for

the announcement of examination dates to start reading their notes could likely perform

less.

Age of the student is found to be another important factor that affect the academic

performance of the student. The negative relationship between age and performance of

the student may indicate to us that educating our children as early as possible is very

important.

6. Conclusions

The results obtained above can give us significant evidences to conclude that the most

important determinants of students performance in higher institutions are high school

performance(ESLCE GPA), educational and economic status of the family (especially

father), securing department of first choice, time of starting preparing for examinations

and age of the student. Accordingly, high school performance, fatherÕs education,

securing department of first choice, and early starting of preparing for examinations



15

affect the studentsÕ performance positively; while economic status of the family and age

of the student affect the studentÕs academic performance negatively.

7. Recommendations

 Based on the findings of this study the author would like to recommend that attention

should be paid for the studentsÕ academic performances at high schools and/or lower

levels. Educating the parents may also contribute a lot to the studentsÕ performances.

Creating the means by which students can join the departments of their interests and

counseling preparation for examinations are also vital to the studentsÕ academic

performances. Finally, the researcher would like to recommend that the parents should

send their children as early as possible and the government should facilitate the

conditions for its effectiveness. It is also the researcher's firm belief that the findings of

this study will help as the basis for further researches in education and can be adapted to

other countries with similar standards.
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Table 1: List of Proposed Independent variables

Independent variable Value labels
Age of the student in years
Rural or urban background 0= urban, 1= rural
Father's years of education
Income category of father 0= poor, 1= medium, 2=rich
Mother's years of education
Income category of mother 0= poor, 1= medium, 2= rich
Number of family members who ever joined
higher institutions
Average class mark at high school
Is your field of study similar to your current one?0= no, 1= yes,
ESLCE GPA
Was this department your first choice? 0= no, 1= yes
What do you study for exam? 0= lecture notes only, 1= lecture

notes and books
Where do you study most of the times? 0= dormitory or other places, 1=

library
How do you study most of the times? 0= by attempting to memorize, 1=

producing short notes and
attempting to memorize

Do you study alone or in group? 0= alone, 1= in group
How many hours do you study in a day?
For what purposes do you study most of the
times?

0= to pass the exams only, 1= for
general knowledge and to pass the
exams

When do you start reading for exams? 0= from the date of exam schedule,
1= at the beginning of the classes
or some weeks after the classes
began

Do you have habits of missing classes? 0= no, 1= yes
Note: 1. Additional explanations were provided to the respondents at the time of data

collection.

           2. None of the students reported to come from rich family. That is why only poor

and medium income statuses are used in the discussions.
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Table 2: Variables in the model

Variable Coefficient Std. error t Significance

Age of the student in years

Father's years of education

Income category of father

ESLCE GPA

Was this department your   first

choice?

When do you start reading for

exams?

Constant

-0.126

0.01537

-0.211

0.448

0.206

0.268

3.674

0.059

0.009

0.103

0.149

0.091

0.088

1.077

-2.136

1.71

-2.042

3.014

2.258

3.033

3.410

0.002

0.085*

0.045

0.003

0.027

0.003

0.001

   Dependent Variable: CGPA upon graduation

*. FatherÕs education is significant at $=0.085.

Figure 1:  The Normal probability Plot
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Figure 2: The graph of studentized residuals against the

predicted value
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Figure 3: Scatter plot of residuals against time.
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