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Abstract
The decline in university students’ performance has become an issue of great concern to university educators.
Their academic excellence accomplished at school and pre-university levels do not warrant similar results when
they are at the university. This study aims to prove that students’ outstanding academic performance can actually
be retained if they can be monitored as early as their first year of study at the university. Therefore, a method has
been developed to identify students who are potentially problematic in their academic endeavours. The students
were asked to sit for a basic test early in the first semester of their first year at university. The results of this test
are then made as a yardstick to be compared with the results of their first semester examination. This study has
found that the comparative results for both tests can be used to identify problematic students earlier on in their
university life, and can be used as a basis for necessary actions by their academic facilitators.
Keywords: student identification, problematic students, academic performance, basic assessment
1. Introducation
1.1 Higher Education in Malaysia and Predicting Student Performance
Higher education in Malaysia has undergone a major reform since the 1970s. This starts with the New Economy
Policy (NEP) introduced in 1971 which emphasises on education as an important agent for influencing
socioeconomic positions (Faaland, Parkinson & Saniman, 1990). Through provisions in the educational services,
university became more open to various ethnics. By 1981, through the emergence of Tun Mahathir Mohamad as
the Prime Minister, higher education policy shifted to emphasise on human resource development for growth
more than inter-ethnic concerns (Hai, 2006). In the 1990s, five education-related acts were passed, all which
affect both government funded and private higher education in some way or another.
These reforms in higher education in Malaysia have resulted in increased interests and motivation by high-school
leavers to take up university study. To meet this expectation, the Malaysian government built more universities to
provide the necessary study opportunities. As a result of this, there is an increasing diversity amongst the student
population where students come from different social and cultural backgrounds, with different varying levels of
education and life experiences. Consequently, it becomes a challenge for Malaysian universities to recognise this
diversity and cater for this changing and varied population of students.
According to Power, Robertson and Baker (1987), “the stress should not only be on admitting a wider range of
students, but also on giving them the support and help needed to ensure a reasonable chance of success”. A
number of work has been done to show the relationship between previous academic performance and university
performance. The correlation between secondary school grades and CGPA at university is generally about 0.5
(Power et al., 1987). The predictive capability of the school grades to university performance does depend on
many factors which include academic, psychosocial, cognitive and demographic elements.
1.2 JKEES Student Performance
Hafizah, Norbahiah, Norhana, Wan Mimi Diyana and Sarifah Nurhanum (2011) in Seminar Pendidikan
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Kejuruteraan & Alam Bina 2011 (PeKA ’11) has found that the achievements of students from the Department of
Electrical, Electronic and Systems Engineering (JKEES) is on the decline and some students have been
disqualified from their degree program as a result to such performance. Apart from that, the number of students
who obtained the Cummulative Grade Points Average (CGPA) of less than 3.00 is on the rise. This has become
an issue of grave concern not only to the department but to the Faculty of Engineering and Built Environment,
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM). Looking at the problem superficially, this should not have happened
since these students have undergone a very selective process before being accepted to university. Through the
university selection scheme, only students with excellent results during the secondary school and pre-university
stage were chosen. These students were also chosen based on their excellence in co-curricular activities.
It is thought that one of the contributing factors to this problem is the difference in education systems among
secondary schools, pre-university and the universities. According to the National Education Philosophy, (or the
‘Falsafah Pendidikan Negara’),
“Education in Malaysia an ongoing effort towards further developing the potential of individuals
in a holistic and integrated manner, in order to produce individuals who are intellectually,
spiritually, emotionally and physically balanced and harmoniously based on a firm belief in and
devotion to God. Such an effort is designed to produce Malaysian citizens who are
knowledgeable and competent, who possess high moral standards and who are responsible and
capable of achieving a high level of personal well being to contribute to the betterment of the
nation, family and society.”
It becomes the responsibility of every individual, whether student or educators, to play the necessary role in
order to fulfill the vision encompassed by this philosophy. The issue of poor academic performance among
university students is a serious issue because of the high hopes put on university students by the community, that
the students be individuals who are knowledgeable and are able to tackle current societal problems (Norhani,
Noor Zainab, Hamidah & Aminah, 2005).
Education is the main driving force for the development of the nation. The growth in higher education institution
is important not only to produce a person who is knowledgeable in any particular field, but most importantly, to
produce one who has excellent soft skills such as thinking skills, communication skills, team work, problem
solving skills and other skills that are essential to meet up to the challenge of the 21st century (Lee & Tan, 2003).
At school, the education system employed is more text-book oriented. However, the education system at
university seems to be more tailored to students who have the skills to search for, understand and analyze
information critically. In addition, over the last decade, the university has shifted to more outcome-based
education system, where problem-based learning has been introduced.
Another factor that contributes to the declining performance of the students is the learning environment. Back
when they were at school, students were supervised and controlled by the parents or caretakers and there were
also extra classes available for those could afford them. Meanwhile, for students who stayed at the hostel, they
had been allocated some time to study at some specific time. This is different with the university environment,
where students have more freedom in determining the kinds of activities that they want to concentrate in or do.
Therefore, with a different environment and study methods, very few students were able to adapt themselves to
the university environment. Meanwhile, the rest of them faced the problem of adjusting to the new environment
so much so that their academic performances were affected.
Another most important skill that has to be acquired by UKM students is the learning skills (Mohamed Amin,
2010). It is also one of the contributing factors to academic performance. It has been found that students with
poor study habits are more likely to withdraw from university or to have academic performance problems during
the transition from secondary school to university (Pantages & Creedon, 1975; Abbott-Chapman, Hughes &
Wyld, 1992).
In relation to this, we propose a method to identify problematic students so that they can be monitored from the
early stage of their study by their mentors. With that, it is anticipated that the declining performance of the
students are able to be mitigated. According to the Tenth Malaysian Plan (or ‘Rancangan Malaysia Kesepuluh’
RMK-10’), universities specifically the government-funded, must bear the responsibility on the achievement and
performance of students as most of them are subsidised by public allocation. Therefore, it is necessary for
JKEES to monitor JKEES students from time to time to ensure students academic success.
2. Methodology
A short test was distributed to 49 JKEES 1st Year students of the 2011/2012 session. This test seeks to evaluate
210

www.ccsenet.org/ass

Asian Social Science

Vol. 8, No. 16; 2012

students’ performance during the early part of their study. This basic evaluative test contains 10 questions that
are divided into three parts, which are Parts A, B and C. Part A (‘BAHAGIAN A: KENDIRI’) requires the
students to reflect on themselves in English. This part tests the students’ mastery of the English Language. Part B
(‘BAHAGIAN B: ASAS PENGETAHUAN’) tests the students’ basic understanding of electrical and electronic
engineering, whilst Part C (‘BAHAGIAN C: PENGETAHUAN UMUM’) examines the students’ general
knowledge. The test questions can be referred to in Figure 1. All questions have to be answered in the form of an
essay and must be completed in 60 minutes.

Figure 1. Test questions from the short test administered to the students
The test results have been made as the yardstick to determine the students who might have problems in their
university study. To make the comparison easier to analyse, the students’ marks have been mapped into the
CGPA system that is applied in the university. The university CGPA system is a point based system in which an
average of all of a student’s grades for all semesters and courses completed up to a given academic term is
calculated and the corresponding quality value is determined. A value of 4.0 indicates an A, while a value of 1.0
indicates an E. Table 1 illustrates the mapping of the test marks to the university CGPA system.
The test results were then put in comparison with their first semester results and students were categorised into 4
groups based on these results. These groups were based on how far the students have adapted themselves to
university life. Group A represents students who can really adapt themselves, Group B: students who are able to
adapt themselves, Group C: students who have problems in adjusting themselves and Group D: students who are
really problematic. Table 2 demonstrates the division of these 4 groups of students. This method of grouping
assumes that the students who have adapted well with university life will not face any problems with their
studies. Conversely, students who find it difficult to adapt to university life will face some or significant
problems academically. This problem of social integration in university life does affect academic success since
the emotional drag will affect their ability to focus on academic achievement (Melnick, Kaur & Yu, 2011).
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Table 1. The mapping of test marks to university CGPA
Test Marks (0-10)

Test Marks (CGPA)

1

0.4

2

0.8

3

1.2

4

1.6

5

2.0

6

2.4

7

2.8

8

3.2

9

3.6

10

4.0

Table 2. The method used to catagorise students’ performance based on their CGPA
Group

CGPA of Early
Assessment

CGPA of 1st
Semester

Performance Level

A

> 3.00

> 3.00

Students who are really able to adapt themselves to the
learning environment

B

<

3.00

>

3.00

Students who can adapt themselves

C

>

3.00

<

3.00

Students find it a

D

<

3.00

<

3.00

Students who are very problematic

problem to adapt themselves

With this segregation, the department is able to monitor the problematic students at an early stage so that their
performance can be improved. The mentors for students in groups C and D has to play a bigger role in
monitoring the students so better study performance can be guaranteed.
3. Results and Discussion
The comparison made between students’ results at the pre-university and their results in the first semester is
shown in Figure 2. 49 students were selected and each student is represented by the numbers 1 to 49 to ensure
anonimity. It is found that out of 49 students, only 6 (12%) have managed to retain their excellent academic
position, whereas the rest have been shown to experience a decline in their performance. The students’ academic
achievement needs to be given due attention due to the fact that they are academically able students, as
evidenced from their years in the pre-university stage, but have somehow faltered and experienced some
potential problems, which causes them the inability to perform excellently in the first year examinations.

Figure 2. Enrolment CGPA and current CGPA of the first year JKEES students
To identify the problematic students, the results of the basic assessment were compared with the first semester
results as demonstrated in Figure 3. From Figure 3, looking at the overall results, it can be seen that 14 (28.5%)
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students obtained better first semester results that is lower than the entry test results.

Figure 3. The graph of results (CGPA) of the basic assessment and 1st semester tests of 1st year JKEES students
of the 2011/2012 session.
Based on this comparison, the students are then divided into 4 groups according to the categories stated in Table
2 above. Table 3 shows the numbers of students in each group. It is found that 17 students are in Group A where
both the CGPAs for the basic assessment and the first semester test are more than 3.00. The students in this
category are those categorised as students who can adapt very well to the university education system. There are
4 students in Group B. They obtained a CGPA of less than 3.00 in the basic assessment, but had a CGPA of more
than 3.00 in the first semester. The students in this group can also be regarded as adaptable. Group C applies to
students with the CGPA for the basic test of higher than 3.00 but their CGPA for the first semester declined to
less than 3.00. There are 4 students in this group. Group D (of 24 students) consists of students with a CGPA of
less than 3.00 for both basic and first semester tests. Students in Groups C and D, are those categorised as
problematic students.
The total number of students in both Groups C and D is 28. This amounts to 57% of the students who fall under
the problematic group. These students will need more academic attention from their lecturers or facilitators.
Table 3. Distribution of students according to the grouping defined in Figure 2
Group

Number of Students

A

17

B

4

C

4

D

24

According to Salleh and Zuria (2010), a university lecturer has to play the role of not only teaching but also
guiding the students and facilitating them in resolving any issues related to their learning process. It is very
important for university educators to realise this especially to the students who have been categorised to be in the
problematic group.
4. Conclusion
The analysis obtained has managed to show the declining performance of the students at the university despite
their excellent accomplishments at the pre-university stage. A basic assessment test at the early stage of the
academic year has been introduced to look at performance of the students as soon as they enter university. The
results were then compared with the results they obtained in the first semester to determine if they can adapt
themselves to the university learning, or vice versa. By using this method, students who find it difficult to adapt
to their learning environment can be identified the soonest possible. Therefore, by understanding their
performance in first year university educators can develop effective learning programs to help students succeed.
Further research must be conducted to find the relationship between non-academic factors such as college culture,
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roommate, religion and organization on campus with the performance of students. By exploring these factors in
conjunction with the academic factors, campus administrators should be able to develop more effective
education system which would benefit all university students.
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