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Abstract

This article presents the results of two recent empirical investigations at universities in South
Africa (University of Pretoria and University of South Africa) where an attempt was made to
identify the pre- and post-enrolment factors that lecturers and students perceived as having the
most important influence on students' successintheir university studies. The opinions of lecturers
were compared with those of various groups of undergraduate students within and across the
two universities. Different genders, different years of study, different home languages, different
languages of instruction, and different modes of study (contact and distance education) were
considered.

The investigations revealed a strong level of agreement between lecturers and students
concerning most factors that were identified as being likely to contribute to students' academic
success. However, there was considerable diversity in the opinions of lecturers and students
concerning the factors that were identified as being likely to contribute to students' failure at
university. These differences were more pronounced at the distance education institution than
at the contact university.
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At both universities the results of the studies pointed to a number of instructional practices
that seem to be limiting the opportunities for students to develop the levels of understanding
and insight that lecturers expect of undergraduates. The studies also showed that some students
were taking counter-productive approaches to their study.

Introduction

Since 1994 educational reformsin South Africa, including the National Planfor Higher Education
(Ministry for Education 2001) have attempted to "provide a system of education that builds
democracy, human dignity, equality and social justice" (Department of Education, 2001, 4). A
central feature of these reformswas adeliberate attempt to broaden participation in higher education
as one means of reducing the highly stratified race and class structure of the country. These
changeswere accompanied by achangein the focus of the senior years of schooling to emphasise
preparation of all students for life, work and further education — rather than simply to prepare
some students for university. The social, cultural and economic backgrounds of students now
entering most South African universities give them very different life experiences. When these
factors are combined with a diversity of abilities, attributes and motivations, the result is that
students have vastly unequal levels of readiness for studies in higher education.

The long-term plan to increase the participation rate in Higher Education (HE) in South
Africafrom 15% to 20% (Ntshoe, 2002, 7) highlightsthe need for universitiesto take afresh look
at all thefactorsthat determine whether or not their students are successful. Thereislittle pointin
universities admitting studentsif there is not a reasonabl e probability that those students will be
capable of successfully completing the programme in which they are permitted to enrol. To
knowingly admit students who, for whatever reason, have no chance of academic success would
beimmoral (Killen & Fraser, 2002, 1). To admit students who have the potential to succeed and
then treat them in waysthat do not allow them to realise that potential would be equally immoral.
This problem was clearly acknowledged when the government highlighted the need for HE
institutionsto "go beyond the 'numbers game' of merely opening formal accessfor disadvantaged
groupsinto astatic system (aprocessthat became known asthe massification of higher education)
and set of institutional cultures (because) this only sets people up for failure" (Department of
Education, 2001, 47). We support that view and argue in this article that attempts to address this
issue should focus on the post-enrolment factors that influence student success.

While both the government and HE institutions acknowledge the changing profile and
characteristics of those aspiring to attend university, the general entry requirements for
undergraduate programmes in South African universities have changed little since 1994. Some
attempts have been madeto facilitate accessfor previously disadvantaged students (Potter & Van
der Merwe, 1994) and to provide bridging coursesthat target language or mathematics deficiencies
(De Villiers & Rwigema, 1998). However the traditional practice of using school matriculation
results as the prime basisfor university entranceis still dominant (Jawitz, 1995), and entrance to
many university programmesisstill determined primarily on the basis of matriculation results. The
assumption that these results are adequate indicators of students' readiness for study in higher
education is problematic. It is not surprising therefore that in these circumstances there are high
drop-out rates and low graduation rates in many South African university courses (Wood, 1998;
Paras, 2001; Tait, Van Eeden & Tait, 2002). Thissituation is by no means unique to South Africa;
it also occurs in other countries that have shifted the focus of higher education from elitism to
mass opportunity (McKenzie& Schweitzer, 2001). Higher education institutions should neverthel ess
be proactive in attempting to improve the success rates of their students, while at the same time
striving to maintain or improve their academic standards. The blame for high drop-out rates and
low graduation rates cannot simply be placed on the students.

Attempts to defend the traditional practice of using school matriculation examinations to
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filter students out of further educational opportunities are usually based on the claim that school
academic performanceisauseful and reliable predictor of performancein higher education (Behr,
1985; Jawitz, 1995; McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001; Potter & Van der Merwe, 1994). Theevidencein
support of this claim however, is by no means conclusive and there are many claims that school
achievement has very limited value as a predictor of student successin higher education (Chase
& Jacobs, 1989; Riggs& Riggs, 1990-91; Johnes, 1990; Graham, 1991, Larose & Roy, 1991; Bargate,
1999). In South Africa this debate is complicated by the newly introduced as well as proposed
changes to the school curriculum. The Department of Education recently announced its new
Grade 12 Further Education and Training (FET) policy for South African secondary schools, from
which it has become apparent that the traditional university entry requirements, based on matric
symbolsonly, will no longer apply. Universities will have to reassess their entry requirementsto
correspond with the new Grade 12 examination requirements. Sincethisnew approach isuntested,
thereis simply no evidence about how well the new curriculum prepares students for HE or how
well the new matriculation procedures will operate. Until there is sound research evidence to
suggest otherwise, it isinappropriate to assume that the new school matriculation examinations
will provide anything other than avague indication of learners' potential for successin HE. Quite
clearly, there is aneed to have appropriate entry requirements for HE, but thereisalso aneed to
pay more careful attention to other pre-enrolment factors such as cognitive ability and personality
traits (Van Eden, De Beer & Coetzee, 2001), aswell asto the post-enrolment factorsthat influence
students' academic success.

There are many post-enrolment factorsthat influence students' attitude towards studyingin
HE, their academic success and their decision to persist or withdraw. Factors such asthe students'
motivation (Talbot, 1990), approach to studying (Meyer, 1990), cultural expectations (Ginsburg,
1992), academic literacy (Amos & Fischer, 1998) and time management skills (Lahmers & Zulauf,
2000), aswell aspsychosocial factors (McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001), the peer culture (Gainen,
1995), the quality of teaching (Bartz & Miller, 1991), the interaction between students and the
academic and social systems of the university (Tinto, 1975), students' belief in their own ability
(Kleemann, 1994; McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001) and the student support structures offered by the
university (Kleemann, 1994) have featured prominently in the research literature on thistopic. The
fact that so many post-enrolment factors can be important is one reason why previous academic
success, particularly at school, is often not a strong predictor of success in higher education.
Some of the most significant factors in students' academic success at university seem to be
interest in the course, motivation, self-discipline and effort — none of which can be predicted
directly from matriculation results (Schmel zer, Schmel zer, Figler & Brozo, 1987; Killen, 1994). In
addition to thesefactors, high drop-out ratesfrom distance education programmes can be attributed,
at least in part, to inappropriately designed study guides, lack of formative assessment and
insufficient student support systems (Fraser & Lombard, 2002).

Thevalue of identifying and studying post-enrolment factorsthat influence student success
in higher educationiswidely accepted, and there are two main approachesto thistype of research.
The most common approach is to measure one or more factors that are predicted to be related to
academic success (e.g. self-esteem or time-management skills) and to correl ate these measurements
with some measure of actual success (such as examination results). A typical example of thisform
of research isthe study by McKenzieand Schweitzer (2001) that investigated 13 such correl ations.

Killen (1994) exemplifies an alternative approach that does not depend on the direct
measurement of influencing factorsor actual performance. Heinvestigated lecturers and students
perceptions of the likelihood that various factors might influence students' academic success.
The main rationale for this and other similar studiesis explained in Killen, Marais and L oedol ff
(2003) inthefollowing terms: Students' approach to study isinfluenced by their beliefs about what
will enhancetheir chances of successor diminishtheir chancesof failure, aswell asby motivational
and personality factors. These beliefs and actions are not necessarily determined by the actual
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influence of relevant factors (Tait, Van Eeden & Tait, 2002). For example, if students believe that
attending lectures contributes to success, they will probably attend regularly even if they learn
little from the lectures. However students who believe that success can be achieved without
attending lectures may not attend on a regular basis even when this actually diminishes their
chance of success. Likewise lecturers' perceptions of what factors contribute to student success
influencetheir approach to teaching (Jacobs & Gravett, 1998). For example alecturer who believes
that attendance of lectures is important for students' success may provide information during
lecturesthat isnot available from any other source —an obvious disadvantage to students who do
not attend. A lecturer who does not believein compul sory |ecture attendance will probably provide
information and guidance to help students who choose to learn in other ways.

In situations in which lecturers and students have different views on the extent to which
various factors might influence the latter's academic success, there is considerable potential for
misunderstanding and conflict. When there are major differences in the social and cultural
backgrounds of lecturers and students (as is often the case in South Africa), their differencesin
perception may render it difficult for lecturersto facilitatelearning for all studentsand difficult for
learnersto approach their studiesin ways that will optimise their chance of success. One way to
minimise such problemsisfor lecturers and students to share their beliefs and expectations, and
to develop jointly strategies for increasing students' chance of success. Recent studies at two
large South African universities (one a distance education institution) attempted to achieve just
this by first identifying the post-enrolment factors that lecturers and students see as having an
important impact on student successin higher education (Fraser & Killen, 2003(a); Killen, Marais
& Loedolff, 2003).

This article synthesises the results of the above-mentioned two studies by highlighting the
similarities in their findings and by attempting to explain the differences between the two
investigations. The purpose is therefore twofold: to gain insight into and understanding of the
perceptions of studentsand lecturerswith regard to academic successor failurein HE, and also to
come to terms with the different results with regard to contact teaching and distance education.

Research methods

Lecturers and students' perceptions of factors that influence students' academic success were
investigated in two separate studies at South African universities with one of the authors of this
article directing both studies. The first study was conducted at the University of Pretoria (UP)
with datagathered from 675 full-time students (584 female and 91 male) and 38 lecturers (19 female
and 19 male) in the Faculty of Education. Fraser and Killen (2003(a)) provided one analysisof the
findings of that study. The second study was conducted at the University of South Africa (Unisa)
with datagathered from 636 students (325 femaleand 311 male) and 32 lecturers (14 femaleand 18
male) in the Department of Business Management. Killen, Marais and L oedol ff (2003) provided
one analysis of the findings of that study.

Data for both studies were gathered by means of questionnaires similar to the instrument
used by Killen (1994). Using atechnique similar to that of Killen (1994), theinstrument for the UP
study was developed by asking 99 students and 61 lecturers in the Faculty of Education to
respond freely to the question:

Wheat five factors or variablesrelated to (a) staff teaching and (b) student learning have,
according to you, the most important influence on your/students' academic performance
or achievement at university?

The responses obtained from the students and lecturers were used to create firstly a set of
52 statements that described factors that might contribute to students' success and, secondly, a
separate set of 55 statements that described factors that might contribute to students' failure.
These "success" and "failure" scales each incorporated 39 of the 40 items that had been used in
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theKillen (1994) study conducted in Australia. Thisindicated astrong cross-cultural commonality
in the views of lecturers and students and provided a rationale for the approach used in the
second South African study.

The instrument for the Unisa study was developed by having a reference group of six
distance education specialists modify the questionnaires used by Killen (1994) and Killen and
Fraser (2002). Variables of particular importancein aprint-based distance education course (such
as ability to read and write in the language of instruction) were added, and the variables not
relevant to distance education (such as regular attendance at lectures) were removed. The final
guestionnaire contained 39 statements that described factors that might contribute to students
academic success and another 38 that described factors that might contribute to students failure.
The questionnaire's "success" scale contained 27 and the "failure" scale 30 of the Killen (1994)
items. The Unisa"success' scale had 34 items in common with the UP questionnaire, while its
“failure" scale had 37 itemsin common.

For each study, two parallel-worded versions of the questionnaire were devel oped, one for
students and one for lecturers. In al versions of the questionnaire, the respondents used a five-
point Likert-type scaletoindicate the extent to which they thought that each factor might influence
student success or failure (1 =not at al, 5= greatly). In both institutions, the students have a
choice of language of instruction (English or Afrikaans) and the questionnaires were presented in
English or Afrikaans according to the language preference of each respondent.

Thedatafrom each study were subjected to several formsof analysistoidentify similarities
and differences in the responses of the lecturers, students and subgroups of students. First, the
mean ratings given for each item were calculated so that the "success" and "failure" items could
be placed in rank order for each group. Table 1 showsthe ranking given by students and lecturers
on the 34 common items on the "success' scale and Table 2 shows the ranking given by students
for the 37 common items on the "failure" scale.

Next, aunivariate analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to determine whether or not there
were significant differencesin the mean ratingsfor each group on each item. Because of thelarge
number of studentsand lecturerswho participated in the investigation, the sampleswere regarded
as representative of the respective populations and also as reflecting a normal distribution. The
latter was one of the requirements for deciding to conduct an analysis of variance on the data
described in the paragraph that follows. Bartz (1976, 293), Guilford (1956, 282) and Minium (1970,
367) justify an ANOVA procedure when data are coll ected from normally distributed populations
and the samples are drawn at random. The data sets met these requirements and one should take
note of Howell's comment that "... substantial departures from normality may, under certain
conditions, have remarkably littleinfluence on thefinal result" (Howell, 1999, 303). It was decided
not to apply the Kruskal-Wallis H Test to the responses asit was not the researchers' intention to
determine whether the independent samples represented the same or different populations (Downie
& Heath, 1974, 270). However, the Kruskal-Wallace test could have been an alternative measure
when taking into consideration that the researchers had been dealing with four different and
independent groups (Howell, 1999, 405; Mulder, 1989, 181). Theresults of these two stepswere
subsequently used to develop a qualitative description of the similarities and differences.

Main results of the two studies

Contact University

The results of the study at the University of Pretoria are reported in detail in Killen and Fraser
(2002) and Fraser and Killen (2003(a, b). The major findings of that study included the following:

1 A strong correlation (0.8063) between lecturers' and students' ratings of the factors
that contributed to student success.
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2

3

A weak correlation (0.2703) between lecturers' and students' ratings of the factors
that contributed to student failure.

A strong correlation (0.847) between the ratings given by first-year students and
senior students with regard to factors contributing to success, and a reasonably
strong correlation (0.632) on factors contributing to failure.

On the"failure" scale, the 21 items rated most highly by lecturers were all "student
factors' (e.g. "inefficient time management"). However, the 21 itemsrated most highly
by students included only nine "lecturer" factors (e.g. "boring presentations by
lecturers").

Lecturersand first-year students rated regular attendance at lectures as highly likely
to lead to success and irregular attendance as highly likely to lead to failure. Senior
students, however, attached very little importance to the regular attendance of
lectures.

Distance Education University

Theresults of the study at the University of South Africaare reported in detail in Killen, Marais
and L oedolff (2003). The following major findings emerged from that study:

1

2

A strong correlation (0.8278) between lecturers' and students' ratings of the factors
that contributed to student success.

A moderate correlation (0.4222) between lecturers' and students' ratings of factors
that contributed to student failure.

On the "success" scale, very strong correlations between the ratings given by first-
year and by second-year students (0.9686), between those given by first-year and by
third-year students (0.9715), and between those of second-year and third-year
students (0.9692).

On the "failure" scale, very strong correlations between the ratings given by first-
year and by second-year students (0.9501), between those given by first-year and by
third-year students (0.9444) and between those of second-year and third-year students
(0.9617).

Similar strong correlations on both the "success" and "failure" scales for other
student groupings based on language of instruction, home language and gender.
On the "failure" scale, "student factors' constituting all of the 16 items rated most
highly by lecturers (e.g. "inefficient time management"), and four of the 16 items
rated most highly by studentsbeing "lecturer” factors (e.g. "heavy course workload").

Comparison of the results from the two studies

In general terms a comparison of the two studies reveal ed the following:

1

2

In both studies there was stronger agreement between lecturers and students on
factors contributing to success than on factors contributing to failure.

There were similar correlations between lecturers' and students' views on "success"
at the two universities.

There was a stronger correlation between lecturers' and students' views on "failure"
at the distance education university than at the contact university.

In both studies, there was stronger agreement between first-year students and students
in later years on the factors contributing to success than on those contributing to
failure. Thistrend was however much more evident at the contact university.

The views of students in different study years were much more consistent at the
distance education university than at the contact university.
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6. In both studies, there was a strong tendency for the lecturers to "blame" students for
failure—indicated by low rankingsfor all factors under the direct control of lecturers.

7. Inboth studies students' rating of the importance of "written communications skills"
was much lower than the rating given by lecturers.

8 In both studies, students rated support factors (e.g. "family support" and "positive
influence of friends") higher than did lecturers.

9. Lecturersand students at the distance education university placed a higher premium
on "consistent effort" than did their contact university counterparts.

10. Students at both institutions shared a common concern that "too many demands on
students' time" would contribute strongly to failure, aview not shared by lecturers at
either institution.

The 34 "success' items and 37 "failure" items that were shared by the questionnaires that
were used in the two studies provide a means of making some direct comparisons across the two
institutions.

On the "success' scale, the correlation between the ratings of the lecturers from the two
institutions was 0.6163, indicating a reasonable level of agreement. In contrast, the correlation
between the ratings of the first-year students at the two institutions was fairly low at 0.3886 and
dlightly higher at 0.4910 for the final-year students. These results suggest that lecturers, and to a
lesser extent students, tend to see the importance of many of the factors that influence success at
university as being independent of the mode of study. However it does not deny that they also
regard other factors, such as lecture attendance at the contact university as very important.

On the "failure" scale, the correlation between the ratings of the lecturers from the two
institutions was 0.8927, indicating a very high level of agreement. The correlation between the
ratings of the first-year students at the two institutions was 0.5267, and this figure dropped to
0.4005 for thefinal-year students. Theresults suggest very strongly that lecturers' perceptions of
the factors that potentially lead to student failure are substantially independent of the mode of
study, whereas the on-campus and distance education students have less consistent views on
many of these factors.

Discussion
Learner characteristics

In both studies there was strong agreement between lecturers and students on the "success'
items that were rated highly. The "success" items that both lecturers and students ranked highly
paint a picture of a self-motivated, hard-working student who can learn independently, prepare
well for examinations and who has made awise choice of course of study. Similar findings were
also reported by Fraser and Nieman (1995, 95) emphasising the fact that self-discipline and self-
control should be regarded as two important variables impacting on the performance of students
studying at a distance. However, students were more likely than lecturersto include in their top
rankings items such as "dedication to a career goal" and "willingness to accept a challenge”. It
was Tinto (1975, 96) who wrote that

(s)ufficiently high commitment to the goal of college completion ... might not lead to
dropout from theinstitution” and "... the lower the individual's commitment to the goal
of college completion, the morelikely isheto drop out from college.

Student self-efficacy also features prominently in attempts to explain student success
(Kleemann, 1994; McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001). Research conducted by Fraser and Nieman
(1995; 1996) emphasises the fact that many |earners engage in distance education programmes
with the main intention of preparing for abetter future and better career opportunities, afactor that
strongly influencestheir academic performance.
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On the other hand, lecturersin the current study were more inclined to include in their top
rankingsitems such as "regular and comprehensive feedback from lecturers' and "lecturerswho
can inspire students'. The low ratings that students gave to these items may have been because
they were not accustomed to receiving such feedback — afactor that would align with work done
by Fraser and Nieman in 1995. These authors named the lack of lecturer comments on assignments,
poor responses from lecturers on assignments and late return of assignments as some of the most
important criticism levelled at their courses by South African distance education students.

Similarly, the items on the "failure" scale that were ranked highly by both lecturers and
students paint a picture of a student who lacks self-discipline, puts in little effort, is unable to
manage time effectively, does not prepare well for examinations and uses poor study techniques.
These findings once again coincide with previous results listed earlier in this article (Fraser &
Nieman, 1995, 95). To this student profile lecturers tended to add characteristics such as poor
literacy skills, lack of perseverance and |aziness.

Locus of control

Although the lecturers and students in both studies agreed fairly strongly about the typical
characteristics of successful or unsuccessful students, there were noticeable differences if the
datawereinterpreted from the perspective of locus of control. Therewasaclear tendency in both
studies for the students to see themselves operating in an environment that is not under their
control. Thiswas evident, for example, in the tendency of studentsin both studiesto rate factors
such as"too many demands on students' time" and "lecturerswith unrealistically high expectations”
as strong contributors to possible failure. The distance education students added "heavy course
workload" to thislist, anindication that students working full-time and part-time coul d experience
problemswhen having to meet the requirements set by programme co-ordinators. The samewould
apply to contact learners— according to Perraton, Creed and Robinson (2002, 12) who explain as
follows:

A significant proportion of students (referring to distance learners) give up along the
way and do not completetheir courses. But thisistrue of all students working part-time
and not a distinguishing mark of students learning at a distance.

On-campus students on the other hand added "boring presentations by lectures’, "unclear
assessment criteria" and "poor language abilities of lecturers”, all of which pointed to aperception
among students that final control over success or failure in their study environment was not in
their own hands.

Theseviewsmay be quiterealistic. If avariable such as"heavy course workload" isbrought
into context with a high occupational workload or responsibility, then it becomes obviouswhy the
latter isalso regarded as an important variabl e influencing distance students' chances of achieving
success at university (Fraser & Nieman 1995; 1996). Potter and Van der Merwe (1994, 195) were
closeto the mark when they remarked that attributes such asthe ability to cope with an enormous
workload, the ability to stay up to date with work and to show persistence in the face of adversity
were important to academic success.

Weiner's (1979, 1986) achievement-motivation theory provides another plausible explanation
of why students' perceived control over their success and failure may be different from that of
lecturers. When students experience success or failure, the ensuing causal attribution can be
classified according to locus (internal, external), to stability (stable, unstable), and to control
(controllable, uncontrollable). According to Weiner, the attributions accorded to a particular event
determineitsinfluence on subsequent academic outcomesincluding expectations, effect, perceived
control and behaviour. From this point of view, students' perceived reasonsfor success or failure
may have a stronger influence on their persistence (or withdrawal) than the actual reasons. If a
student attributes failure to a personal, stable cause (such as lack of ability), this will result in
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lower motivation and afeeling of less control than when failure can be attributed to a personal,
variable cause (such as lack of effort) or to an external cause (such as poorly written study
guides). This view suggests that the tendency of many students in these two studies to attribute
success to their own efforts and failure to factors controlled by their lecturersis consistent with
their effortsto maintain self-esteem.

It should al so be acknowledged that similar reasoning could help to explain lecturers views
of why students are successful or unsuccessful in their studies. If alecturer is convinced that
students failure is the result of deficiencies in the students (such as low academic ability) or to
inappropriate student actions (such as lack of effort), then the lecturer can maintain self-esteem
(being happy in the belief that he/sheis not responsible for the lack of success of some students).
In the two studies discussed here, there was a clear tendency among lecturers to express such
views. On the "success' scale, they ranked the factors that are under their own direct control
(such as "regular and comprehensive feedback") well below the factors that were under the
control of students (such as "timely and regular examination preparation™). Thistrend continued
inthe"failure" scalewherelecturersgave low rankingsto factors such as"heavy course workload"
that are under their direct control.

Lecturers' expectations

Many of the interactions between lecturers and students at university are influenced by the
lecturers’ expectations of students. For example, lecturers set assessment tasks in which they
expect a certain performance from students. It was evident in both studies that students placed a
low priority on understanding lecturers' expectations but neverthel essthought that the expectations
were "unredlistically high". There is a potential problem here, particularly when some of the
lecturers’ expectations are not made explicit. The explicit criteria are the ones that students are
most likely to consider ‘unredlistically high', but these may have less influence on students
successthan theimplicit criteria. Explicit criteriatend to be essentially quantitative (e.g. how long
an essay needsto be, or what system of referencing isto be used), but theimplied criteriatend to
be qualitative (how well the student argues a case, how clearly ideas are expressed, and so on).

These hidden criteria are the measures that lecturers use to judge the quality of students
work and their importance to lecturersin the studies reported on in this article is reflected in the
lecturers' high ratings for items such as "effective written communications skills', "ability to
reason logically", "insight into thefield of study" and "use of higher-order thinking skills". These
areall factorsrated more highly by lecturersthan by students. It goes without saying that students
will have difficulty meeting lecturers' expectations regarding what they arerequired to do, and to
what standard, unless students understand these expectations. Many students seem to be unaware
of this simple fact. Perhaps the students are very naive or perhaps they have been experiencing
success despite being ignorant of or confused about what was expected of them. Or perhaps they
have been failing even when they mistakenly thought they understood what the lecturers expected
of them.

Thislatter possibility seemsto beindicated when, on the "failure" scale, students considered
"lecturers/tutors with unrealistically high expectations of students' as much more likely to
contribute to possible failure than did the lecturers themselves. There are several possible
interpretations of this result. Perhaps the lecturers' expectations are too high. This could be the
caseif, for example, alecturer expected studentsto read too much resource material or to demonstrate
levels of understanding that were beyond the level that could reasonably be expected of
undergraduate students. On the other hand, the lecturers' expectations may be quite appropriate
and the students may either not understand the reasonsfor these "high" expectations or they may
simply be confused about what the expectations are. An alternative explanation is that students
expectations with regard to workload and depth of understanding are unrealistically low. Taken
together, these findings suggest a strong need for lecturers to have appropriate expectations of
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their students, to make these expectations explicit and to explain to students why the expectations
exist.

Emphasis on examinations

Thefindings of both studiesreflect the strong South African emphasis on examinations. Lecturers
in both studiesrated "timely and regular examination preparation™ asone of thetop three " success"
items and "inadequate or poor exam preparation” as one of the top two contributorsto "failure".
There was strong agreement on these points from students in both studies, with the exception of
senior students at the contact university who had apparently experienced success without "timely
and regular examination preparation”. In both studies "effective examination techniques' were
seen to be less important than "timely and regular examination preparation”. In an investigation
conducted by Lombard (1999, 230) in 1999, distance education students emphasised the fact that
the nature of the examination has a significant influence on the learning styles accommodated by
learnersto command the learning environment. Lombard's investigation highlighted the fact that
the "planning of study time", the "discussion of subject content”, the "reading of prescribed
material" and the "integration of discussion class notes with prescribed material" are only afew
variables related to examinations that could eventually impact on the performance of especially
distancelearnersin the examination. Thesefindings support thework done by Fraser and Nieman
(1995, 109).

Self-discipline

In both studies, lecturers and students strongly agreed on the importance of self-discipline and
self-motivation asfactors contributing to success, and lack of self-discipline asafactor contributing
tofailure. Thelecturersin both studies and the students at the contact university saw lack of self-
motivation as a factor that contributed strongly to failure. However, students at the distance
education university saw this factor as a less important contributor to failure, possibly because
they needed to be highly motivated to even commence their studies. The view expressed by
distance learners, namely that in order to succeed at university they had to have more self-
discipline and self-control with regard to their studiesthan other (contact) students, iscompl etely
inlinewith thefindings of Fraser and Nieman (1995, 196).

Conclusions

A possible reason for the fact that there was stronger agreement about the factors that have the
potential to lead to success than there was about factors that have the potential to lead to failure
can befound inthedifferent life experiences of thelecturers and students. In general, the students
in the two studies had earlier experienced ahigh level of success (relative to their peers) in order
to gain entry to university. Likewise, the lecturers had all experienced successin their school and
university studies. Many of the "success' factors on which there was strong agreement (such as
"self-motivation"”, "consistent effort" and "willingness to accept a challenge") had probably
played arolein the prior successes of the lecturers and students who were involved in this study.
These factors would be expected to contribute to successin almost any academic endeavour. The
lecturers had the added wisdom that comes from years of observing the successes and failures of
students. Many of the studentsin the two studies (particularly thosein their first year at university)
had not experienced failure at university and, therefore, may not have appreciated the potential
problems that could be caused by poor literacy skills, not understanding what lecturers expect,
and some of the other factorsto which they gave alow rating.

It would beinappropriateto simply assumethat lecturers viewsare correct. It ismore useful
to consider the implications of the views held by both lecturers and students. Lecturers have a

36



Perspectives in Education, Volume 23(1), March 2005

responsibility to help all their studentsto be successful in their studies. To fulfil thisresponsibility,
lecturers need to have a clear idea of why some students are successful in their studies while
others are not. It seems from the results of the two studies discussed in this article that lecturers
perceptions of many of these factors are quite different from those of students. Unless lecturers
know that their perceptions of factors influencing students' success are different from the
perceptions of students, they can do little to address the problems caused by these differences.
For example, if lecturers at the contact university do not know that many students consider the
attendance at lectures to contribute little to their success, the lecturers may simply blame poor
class attendance on student apathy. This will not help students at all. On the other hand, if
lecturers know that students do not attend lectures regularly because they do not consider them
to make a valuable contribution to their learning, the lecturers can try to address thisissue. The
first step would be for lecturers to identify why students perceive lectures to be unhelpful and
then to try to address the issues that gave rise to the perceptions. The data in these studies
provide some guidelines on how this task could be approached.

The studentsin both studies appeared to have realistic views on the factors that were likely
to contribute to their success. They were also aware that certain factors, such as poor preparation
for examinations, werelikely to contributeto failure. However, therewere several clear indications
that studentswere underrating theimportance of certain factors (such as effective communications
skills) that are almost universally accepted (by lecturers at least) as important for success in
higher education. Thisfinding supportsthe results of other studies conducted in Southern Africa.
For example, theimportance of communications skillsfor distance education students was already
emphasised by Fraser and Nieman in 1995 and 1996. More generally, the development of
communication skills (especially for students whose mother tongue is not the language of
instruction) has been found to contribute significantly to the improvement of the academic
performance of university students (Ayaya 1996, 112). The present study suggests that this
message is not getting through to students, so thereisclearly aneed for lecturersto help students
develop amorerealistic view of theimportance of these factors.

Itisthe authors' view that the most important findings of the studies reported here are those
that highlight differencesin lecturers' and students' perceptions, because they have the greatest
potential to deter |ecturersand students from working collaboratively to maximise students' success.
These differences therefore constituted the focus of the feedback provided to the participating
universities. In each case, the recommendations focused on three issues: changes to teaching
practices that might enhance the effect of positive factors on student learning and minimise that
of negativefactors (such as specifying outcomes and expected standards more clearly); guidelines
for students to help them approach university studiesin away that will increase their chances of
success (such asclarifying what lecturers expect of them); and changesto administrative practices
that could result in a more supportive learning environment for students (such as reviewing
assessment policiesthat mandate examinations, rather than permitting more appropriate forms of
assessment).

Student success can never be guaranteed. However, if lecturers, students and administrators
make the effort to develop a common understanding of the factors that contribute to students
academic success, they will make important progress towards that important goal. As Holmberg
(2001, 44) suggests studentswho feel astrong personal connection with their learning institution
are likely to be more motivated and to study more effectively. The studies reported here suggest
that such personal connections might be difficult to establish unless students and lecturers enter
into a dialogue that will lead them to a strong shared understanding of what might motivate
students to engage persistently with their studies, and what might support their learning efforts.
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