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ABSTRACT Fuactors which have been identified as comtributing to srudent academic success
at the degree and program level in teriary study include mode of study, studenr age,
previous terriary qualifications and past academic performance. Limited published Aus-
tralian vesearch is available, however, on student academic success in individual subjects.
This study invesrigared idenrifiable patterns related to the academic success of three separare
cohorts of students in an Early Childhood second-year Language, Literature and Literacy
unit (N = 601). The data support previous research findings with regard to the effect of
mode of study, previous untversity gualifications and past academic performance on
acadenic success in this subject. In contrast with most previous studies, this study found a
significant relationship between previous study at TAFE (college study at @ Technical and
Further Education institute) and fodure in an academic unit, perhaps due 1o the timing of
this uniz in the students’ overall program. Further implications for Early Childhood reacher
education are discussed.

Introduction

In an era of accountability and quality auditing, it is essenrial for academic staff to
reflect upon end review unit content and structures in the light of student achieve-
ment, Success at university seems straightforward for some students and problem-
atic for others. This study examined factors associated with the success or failure of
students enrolled in 2 compulsory second-year early childhood literacy unit within a
3-year early childhood degree progrem at an Australian metropolitan university. The
study was rnotivated by staff concerns about a consistently high failure rate in the
unit over a 2-year period. It was also seen as an opportunity to gain insight into
success patterns, which might have broader ramifications for staff and students in
other units of study,

Early Childhood teacher education has 2 unique place in the Australian higher
education sector. It has moved from the function of providing staff for the develop-
ing pre-schools and day care centres at the turn of the century to being a thriving
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component of the college system {such as the Sydney College of Advanced Edu-
cation) to a reconstructed position within the university sector (such as the Early
Childhood Schools within the University of Melboume in Victoria and Macquarie
University in New South Wales). This transition has been recognised in an inter-
national context (Lewis, Schiller & Duffie, 1992; Schiller & Lewis, 1906),

The resultant programs are characterised by the academic rigour and scholarship
expected in a university, along with vocational skills expected by the employers of
graduates headed for a diverse field. Employment in the Early Childhood field
includes opportunities for reaching in a range of settings, including the first 3 years
of school, pre-schools (for children aged 3-5 years) and long day care centres (for
children from 6 weeks to school age for an extended day) as well as research,
consultancy, advocacy and political activism.

Literature Review

The literature suggests factors that contribute to student academic success at the
degree and program level in tertiary study (Kilminister & Mitler, 1989; Long, 1994;
Long, Carpenter & Hayden, 1995; Terezini & Wright, 1987). These inchude mode
of study, student age, previous tertiary qualifications and past academic perform-
ance. A diversze range of students enter Australian universities with a variety of past
educational experiences, most having only a high school leaving score; and others
having post-school qualifications including TAFE (Technical and Further Edu-
cation institute) qualifications’ or previous university experience.

Relationship between Final High School Score and Tertiary Achievement

Researchers across Australia have used a student’s end-of-school assessment score to
predict university performance. These studies indicate that there is a significant
relationship between students’ final high school results and performance in the first
year at university (Lewis, 1994). The strength of relationship between high school
and university achievement, however, is dependent on the particular university
course being studied. Correlations are stronger for science-related than for arts-re-
lated courses (Dunn, 1982; Bvereit & Robins, 1991; Lewis, 1994; Manning, Killen
& Taylor, 1993; West, 1988). It is, of course, impossible 10 observe the grades of
people who do not enter university because of low scores on end-of-school assess-
ments, a fact which results in a truncated distribution for high school results,
contributing 1o findings of these being ineffective predictors of university success,
Overall studies show end-of-school assessment scores to be “a good predictor of
university performance in science and engineering courses, but the relationship is
not as strong for humanides, social science and law courses™ (Lewis, 1994, p. @),

Impact of Previaus Study

Technical and further education. Australian universities are increasingly attracting
students who begin their tertiary siudies at TAFE and are subsequently encouraged
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by the support of Australian government policy to enter university, often with credit
for thexr TAFE stdies. The proportion of former TAFE students admitted to
universities in New South Wales has risen from 5.6% of university admissions in
1994 to 11% in 1996 (Lewis, 1991). In recent vears, a number of studies have
comparid the uriversity performanice: of TAFE graduates with the performance of
uniwtim- stuients of @ifferent backgrounds. Diespite methodological difficulties due

to the ﬂhtiwm of TAFE courses undertaken by the students, the different grading
syuemboth at TAFE and the universities, and the size of the samples, those studies
undertikien since the late 1980s sugpet that former TAFE students perform as well
at univebsity and often better than other students, including those admitted from
high schiool and marure-age students admitted without credit (Burns, Davey, Hill &
Leveson, 1992; Cobbin & Barlow, 1993; Hayden, 1994; Hribar & Heazlewoaod,
1991; Lewis, 1991, 1994; Curriculum Policy Division, 1989; Tennant, Dawes &
Gowing, 1990; Watson, Alder, Spicer & Emmerson, 1993). This suggestion has
been based upon a series of studies since the late 1980s, most of which have
compared the resalts of TAFE students with those of other students, and a few of
which Isve focused o the achievement of TAFE studants alone (Bardsley & Pauley,
1987; McPhee, 1988 Quirk, 198R),

An exception to this general conclasion was found by West (1988) who re-
searched the achievemiemt and persistence rates of TAFE graduates in a large
techsological institutions over 6 years. He congluded that the completion and
persisrence rates of TAFE rransfers consistently were lower than the rest of the
students and that the TAFE wansfers “passed significantly fewer subjects per
sernester at the start of their courses, but more subjects per semester than other
students at the end of their courses™ (West, 1988, p. 98).

An snulysis of transfer students ar Macquarie University from 1991 to 1995
undertaken by the Management Plunning Information Unit (MPIU, 1996) found
that forvier TAFE students (who represent 4.5% of students) perform poorly,
relative to other stadents. The grice: point averages (GPAs)? of the TAFE students
were the lowest of any category of entrant, MPIU found that 58% of candidates with
a TAFE qualification discontinued their carly childhood degree studies at Mac-
quarie for the period 1991-1995. Some care is needed in interpreting this result, in
that the different persistence rates of on snd off campus studenis have not been
identified. The combination of full-time work and part-time external study in
addition to family responsibilities is no doubt a factor here.

Higher education.  As pert of a laeger studdy, McClelland and Kruger (1993) investi-
gated the performence of students at the University of Queensland who had
performed well in a previous university course. They concluded that students who
performed well in a previous tertiary course had a greater likelihood of performing
well in a subsequent course. The Macguarie University study cited previously
(MFPTU; 1996), however, showed that candidates wha entered with a completed
degree (12.5% of students) performed better than the TAFE candidates, but worse
than the school leavers,



62 7 Dickson et al.

Mode of Study

The Australian higher education system has g long history of offering degrees in two
study modes: internal (on campus) and external (distance education). Internal
students attend regular classes each week on campus while external students receive
study packages in the mail and artend intensive on-campus study sessions often on
weekends or in university huhdnys ‘There is some literiture to indicate that studying
externally is related to lower academic achlevemem One study found thar the
external mode of study had adverse effects on progression rate no matter what the
student’s previous quahﬁcauon (McClelland & Kruger, 1993, p. 22). Long (1994)
also concluded that there is some evidence of lower academic achievement and
higher failure rates for off-campus studenss.

Age

While some studies show that older students perform better than younger ones
(MPIU, 199%), there are exceptions (e.g., Long, 1994; McClelland & Kruger,
1993). A Western Australian study found that older students outperformed younger
students in Arts but not in Science (Smythe, Knuiman, Thornett & Kiiveri, 1990).
Data from 10 Victorian universities indicared that students over 25 years of age
performed better than younger students in 3 of the 10 universities studied. In the
case of another three institutions, the opposite result was found (Dobson & Sharma,
1993). South Australian studies indicated that school leavers were more successful
than candidates with full or partial qualifications, who were presumably older
(Power, Robertson & Baker, 1987).

The Present Study

The demands for working in the Early Childhood field are clearly evident in an
academic subject such as Early Childhood Language, Literature and Literacy which
includes the theory of the component disciplines as well as the teaching strategies
necessary for effective practice. This subject is a compulsory semester length unit in
the (regular, full-time) second year of the University’s Barly Childhood undergrad-
uate program. At the time of this study, it was required, whether the student was
enrolled in the 3-year Bachelor of Teaching or the 4~year Bachelot of Education in
Early Childhood. The unit introduces the theory and practice of early childhood
language, literature and literacy. It begins with an exploration of the literary qualities
and literacy potential of a range of children’s literature and also introduces func-
tional grammar. The focus then moves 1o children’s language development, as they
move from home to school. Reading and writing processes are explored, as well as
implementation and evaluation strategies.

For students who entered the university with Advanced Standing for a TAFE
Associate Diploma specialising in Child Studies, this was often one of the first two
subjects they undertook in the first semester of their degree program. Credit was
granted to these students for the prerequisite unit and they were expected to perform
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at the same level as continuing full-time second-year students. In addition, many of
these students chose to combine work in child care centres with external study.
While their TAFE qualifications enabled them to work in the child care field, they
had limited career prospects without a unjversity Early Childhood degree.

During the petiod studied, the subject was offered in two modes. All students had
a required ser of textbooks and an extensive reading list. For internal (on-campus)
mode students (generally, approximately 80% of whom were full-time students) it
was rearn taught through two, 1-hour, lectures (all students in a lecture theatre) plus
a l-hour turorial session (approgimately 25 students in a tutorial room) per week.
The tatorials were used to explore issues raised in the readings and lecrures and to
provide opportunities for small group practical activities. A guest lecturer provided
some of the input on children’s literature. Other material was taught by staff who
both gave lectures and had responsibility for tutorial group sessions and marking.
External (off-campus) mode students (generally, approximately 80% of whom were
studying part-time) received printed study materisls which included a study guide
and a book of readings. From 1995, these were supplemented by audiotapes of
intermal lectures, In addition, these students were required to arend a 2-day
intensive on-carmpus session to facilitate interactions with staff and other students.
All students attended a range of scheduled activities over the 2 days, including
lectures, tutorials, videos and: library tasks.

Staff involved in teaching the unit over the 3 years included an experienced senior
member of staff as co-ordinator and a consistent team member with discipline
expertige, One other team member participated only in 1994, The person who
replaced her on the team in 1995 was present for the remainder of the study.
Regular team meetings were held to support the presentation of the unit material
and moderate’ student assessment.

Several contexmal factors are relevant to the study, some of which will be further
highlighted in the discussion. For example, in 1994 while awaiting the completion
of a new building to house Barly Childhood, classes were held in temporary
accomimodation on a new campus. This was unsettling for all staff and students, and
affected factors ‘such as communication (e.g., students experiencing difficulty
finding staff) dnd the availability of library and teaching resources. Ag mentioned
previously, another important change was the 1995 introduction of taped internal
lectures to send to external students. This step was taken for equity reasons, in an
effort to improve the quality of educaton for those studying externally.

Method
Design

The present study anaiysed patterns related to the academic success of students in
an Early Childhood second-year Language, Literature and Literscy unit over 2
3-year period. Factors of particular interest included mode of smudy, geographical
location of residence, Tertiary Entrance Rank (TER)’, student age, and previous
terriary or TAFE qualifications.
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TABLE 1. Student profiles according to mode of study and post-school
qualification

Qualification

Partial
Year {n) Study mode  Nome TAFE University university

1994 Internal % 73.6 13.2 4.7 8.5
(N=187) m {93} (17) (6) {1
External % 20.0 T2.7 55 1.8
{m (11} (40) (3) (L)
1945 Internal % 69.0 11.3 12.0 7.7
(N=194) (m {98} {(16) (1'n (n
External % 7.7 T1.1 5.4 5.8
)] G5l (37 )] 3
1996 Internal % 74.1 3.6 3.1 14.2
(N=220) () (120} {14 {5) (23)
External % 22.8 5&.1 12.3 8.8
(n) {13) (32) (7) (5
Participants

Participants consisted of three separate cohorts of students who completed the
academic unit from 1994 to 1996 (N = 601). Students who failed and subsequently
repeated were included only in their first artempt at the unit. The age range was
similar across cohorts, ranging from 19 10 56 in 1994, 19 to 52 in 1995 and 19 to
47 in 1996 (median ages 22, 22 and 21 years, respectively). The profile of students
in each of the three cohorts is presented in Table 1, with respect to mode of study
(internal or external) and post-school qualification (either none, TAFE, completed
university degree, or an incomplete university degree). Table 2 shows proportions of
students according to mode of study and geographical location (metropolitan or

TaBlE 2. Student profiles according to mode of study and
geographical location

Study mode Metropolizan (%) Non-metropolitan (%)
1994 (N =18T)
Internal 67.4 2.1
External 17.1 13.4
1995 (N = 194)
Internal 727 0.5
External 13.9 12.9
19496 (N = 2200
Internal 74.1 0
External 16.4 9.5

Nore: percentages are calculated within each cohort.
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TABLE 3, Percentage of 1994—1996 cohorts awarded
each unit grade

Percentage grades

Cohort A B CIcQ F

1994 (%) 6.4 209 556  17.1
1995 (%) 9.8 149  50.5 247
1996 (%) 50 105 723 123

non-metropolitan)®, Students enrolled externally may live in either the metropolitan
or a non-metropolitan area, as shown in Table 2. Conversely, internally enroiled
students may live some distance from the university. Issu¢s of geographical location
of stucent residence relate both to ease of university library access and potential
benefits of regular exchangc between staff and students and between students and
students.

As over 95% of the students in each year were female, no gender analyses were
conducted. Questions which have been raised about the needs of female distance
education students (Hipp, 1997) are therefore of interest to the study and will be
pursued in the discussion section.

Procedure

Unit results were compiled for 1994, 1995 and 1996 and a database created which
included relevant information for each year. Although the university expects that
proportions of students being awarded egch unit grade will be similar from vear to
year, this is not always the case depending on the level of student performance. In
terms of formal assessment, grades were awarded from A for excellence through to
F for fail. Table 3 depicts propartions of students from each cohort who were
awarded each grade. Also included in the database were student age, gender,
residential area, previous qualifications, TER result and mode of study.

Analyses

The study was designed to identify factois affecting academic achievement in the
unit under investigation. Relations between grude received, final high school per-
formance (TER) and age were determined: using Spearman cormrelation coefficients.
Spearman correlations were used for two reisons. First, the TER is o ranking not a
score, and as such must be treated a5 ordinal data. Second, the distributions for both
TER and age were highly skewed (the first negatively and the second positively). In
addition, the Mann-Whitney U-test was used to examine differences berween the
subgroup of students scoring 80 or over in their TER versus students scoring below
80, Mann-Whitney was also used to test for differences in schievement according to
mode of study (internal or external), peographical location {metropolitan or non-
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metropolitan) and pest qualification. Due to the low frequencies of CQ grades, these
were combined with the C grade, since both indicare a pass, and in this case allow
progression to a higher level unit. Grades were coded from 1 to 4 for grades A
through to F.

Results

Several factors were related to current achievement but not in all three cehorts. The
factors found to relate comsistently to academic achievement in all of the three
cohorts were final high school performance (TER) and previous study at TAFE.
Other factors related to achievement, but not consistently across cohorts, were mode
of study (1994 and 1995 cohorts) and previous tertiary qualifications (1995 cohort).
There was an effect of geographical location in the 1995 cohort, but no other effects
of geographical location or of age were identifiahle, Resul‘rs are presented in three
sections corresponding to the relation between final high school and current aca-
demic achievement, the impact of previous TAFE or tertiary study on current
academic success, and the relationship berween achievement and mode of study.

The Relation between Final High School and Current Academic Achievement

There was a significant relation between students’ final high school achievement in
the form of Tertiary Entrance Rankings (TER) and current unit achievement in
each of the three cohorts, which while significant, was not particularly strong
(r=0.33, p<0.001; r=0.34, p<0.001; r=0.20, p=0.017, respectively, for the
three cohorts). Table 4 depicts proportions of students receiving each unit grade
according to band of TER result received for each'of the three cohorts. Mote that for
summary purposes TER results are banded; however, in calculation of Spearman
correlations raw TER results were used.

Separate analyses were conducted 1o compare students having a TER of 80 or
higher, versus those with a TER below 80. In all but the 1995 cohort, these
high-performing students in terms of final high schaal resyit were significantly more
likely to get higher unit grades (1994: 7= 1,227.5, p=0.001; 1995; U= 1,621.0,
p=10.238; 1996. U=1,521.5, p=0.015).

The Impact of Previous Study on Achievemeni

Two separate Mann-Whitney tests were conducted 1o test for performance differ-
ences between students with no post-school qualification and those with a TAFE

qualification, and berween students with no post-school qualification and those with
a completed university degree.

Performance of students with TAFE qualifications. The first analysis revealed a
significant difference in the performance of TAFE students versus those with no
post-schocl gualification, with TAFE students performing significantly less well in
every cohort (U =1,967.0, p<< 0.001 for the 1994 cohort, /= 1,532.0, p < 0.001 for
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TABLE 4. Student grades according to TER result

Grade
A B C+CO F

TER band % (n) % () Ya (1) %o (1)
1994 cohort

80-100 50.0 (5) 35.4 (11) 215 (17 43 (D

60-79 2000 () 51.6 {16} 41,8 (33) 349 ®

40-59 10,0 (D 6.5 (@) 15.2 (12) 4.3 (1)

-39 200 (2 6.5 (2) 215 (1D 565 (13)

Totals 100.0 (10} 100.0 (31) 100.0  (79) 100.0 (23}
1995 cohort

80100 188 (3 269 (M 205 (16) 11.8 @)

60-79 62.4 {10) 53.9 (14) 56.4 (44) 2353 (B)

40-59 188 (3) 7.7 (D) 14,1 (11) 17.6 (&)

-39 0.0 (0) 1r5 3 9.0 (7} 47.1 {16)

Totals 100.0 (16) 100, (26) 1000 (78) 100.0 (34)
1996 cohort

80-100 66.6 (4) 389 (D 170 (19 214 (3)

60-79 16.7 (1) 50.0 (9 71.4  (B0) 71.4 (10)

4059 0.0 (M 0.0 (0} 7.1 (8 0.0 O

0-39 16.7 (1) 1.1 (2) 45 {5) 72 (U

Torals 100.0  (6) 100.0 (18) 100.0 (112) 100.0 (14)

Nore: although the TER cut-off is 60% for school leavers entering this degree,
students with a TER below 60% may be admitted to the degree based on their
completion of a TAFE Associute Diploma in Social Science (Child Studies).

the 1995 cohort, U=2,529.0, p~ 0.02 for the 1996 cohort). Table 5 represents
proportions of students from each cohort receiving each grade for students holding
no post-school qualification and those with a TAFE qualification. Part of the
difficulty here, of course, is that these students are generally being compared with
second-year university students when they are themselves in their first year of
university study,

Performance of snedents with university gualifications. 'The second analysis revealed a
highly significant difference between the performance of students with no post-
school qualification and those with a university degree in the 1995 cohort only, with
students holding previous degrees outperforming those without (U= 767.0,
£~ 0.001). The performance of students with university qualifications relative to
those with no post-school qualification is shown in Table 5.

Achievement and Mode of Study

External mode students achieved significantly lower grades than internal students
for both the 1994 cohort (U=2,792.0, p=0.003) and the 1995 cohort
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TapLe 5. Performance of srudents with no post-school quatificarion versus srudents with TAFE and
university qualificatons

Post-school qualification

1594 1995 1996

None TAFE Univ. None TAFE Univ. None TAFE Unm.
Grade Ya(w) %(m %@ %@ Y@ YN % %@ Y%

A 6.6 1.8 22.2 6.9 1.9 32.0 3.8 4.3 8.3
m 1 (2} M e} (8 3 1)) 1))
B 2B8.3 8.8 22.2 15.7 5.7 28.0 12.0 0.0 16.7

(30) (5) 2y (8 (3) M (18 {0) (2)
C+CQ 538 57.9 944 637 396 320 737 761 58.3

(57 (33) @ 6D €2y ® (98 (33) N
F 1.3 316 111 137 528 BO 105  19.6 16.7

(12) (18) (L 14 (28) 2 (14 (9 (2)
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 1000 100.0 100.0 1000

N (106) 67 (9 02 (53) (25) (133 (46) (2

{U=2,800.5, p=0.000), as shown in Table 6. Interestingly, there was no effect of
mode of study on the achievernent of the 1996 cohott.

Achievement, Geographical Location and Age

There were no identifiable effects of either geographical locaton or student age on
performance in the unit under investigation, except in the 1995 cohort where
non-metropelitan students performed significantly worse than metropolitan students
(geographical location: U= 2,087.5, p=0.40 for 1994; U= 1,537.0, p=0.009 for

‘TABLE 6. Performance according to mode of study

Mode of study

1994 1995 . 1996

Internal Externat Intermnal External Internal External
Grade % (1) % (#) %% () % (n) % (n) % (n)
A 69 (9 53 (3) 8.5 (12) 135 (N 4.9 (&) 53 3
B 26.2 (34) 8.8 (5 17.6 {29) 7.7 () 1.0 (18) 8.8 (5)
C+CQ 53.8 (70) 59.6 (34) 57.0 (81) 32.7 (0T 72.4 (118) 71.9 (413
F 13.1 (0D 26.3 (15) 16.9 (24) 46.2 {24) 1.7 (19) 14.0 (&)
Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

(N {130} {(57) {142) (32) (163} (57
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1995; U= 1,843.0, p=0.26 for 1996; age: r=-0.05, p=0.502 for 1994; r= 0.04,
P =0.553 for 1995; r=0.09, p = 0.195 for 1996). It should be noted that the largely
homogeneous age group in this study resuited in a problem of amenuation, which
may have meant that any existing age differences were unable to be detected.

Discussion
Relation between Final High School and Current Academic Ackievement

As was found in earlier studies, there was a significant but not particularly strong
relationship between high sthool (as measured by the TER) and tertiary academic
achievernent, This suggests that these are not equivalent performance measures,
which may be due to differences in previous and current teaching and learning
experiences and related assessment tasks. While such 2 ranking may be a component
of university success, other factors should be taken into account when predicting
such success.

Little can be concluded about relstionships between strength of previous achieve-
ment andl current results except that having & TER over 80 did make it significantly
more likely that the sindent would earn an A. Specific comparisons with studies
mengioned previously is ﬁmlthlemauc, s most results reported relationships only with
first-year university study. Students in this study included those in both their first
and second year of study, depending on previous qualifications. Results reported
here, however, do seem to be in the direcdon reported in previous research (e.g.,
Manning ¢ al., 1993).

Impact of Previous Tertiary Study

TAFE. Smdents with TAFE qualifications performed significantly less well in
terms of such indicators. as earsing & B er failing the unit, than did those with no
post-school qualifications. While most of the litersture indicates, to the contrary,
that TAFE students da as well or better than do students with other points of entry,
there may be another factor operating in this case. West's (1988) study indicated
that TAFE students did less well early in their studies, improving later in their
studies. In the course being investigated, TAFE students were predominandy in
their first year of university study, so their performance may be comparable to
students in the West study. In 1996, when there was little apparent effect of mode
of enrciment on outcomes, the performance of TAFE entrants was still below
average. This strengthens an interpretation of the association of TAFE entrants with
lower grades.

Bardsley and Pauley {1987) also found that part<time students who were em-
ployed full-time were mast at rigk of not re-enrolling, which may. indicate acsdemic
difficuldes. The TAFE students in this study were often enrolled part-time, in
full-time employment, and studying by distance mode, therefore being more likely
to find study difficult. Discontinuance figures reported earlier (MPIU, 1996) sup-
port these assertions.
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University. In line with previous studies, these data suggest that successful previous
university study contributed to success in this unit, Although this was evident for
only one cohort, it demonstrates the additional resources these students bring to
further study and aligns with what one would intuitively expect in view of their
previous experience. Such experience at tertiary level may be an advantage to further
study because of related benefits associated with socialisation and a broad under-
standing of systemic expectations. Small numbers of students in this category may
have limited similar findings for the 1994 and 1996 ¢oherts. It should be noted,
however, that holding a previous university degree did not guarantee (was not
congistently associated with) the achievement of a passing grade.

Mode of Study

Anecdoral impressions that smudents find distance education more difficult than
internal study were confirmed by the findings in this study, although there was an
unexplained resuit in 1996, with internal and external mode students performing
equally. Efforts to improve the external mode of offerimg may, therefore, be facilitat-
ing success for these students. This may be an isgue of access to physical and human
resources. Contextual factors relevant here included the introduction of taping of the
internal lectures for distribution to external students in 1995 and 1996. Srudent
evaluations indiceted the value of these tapes to students. When tapes were first
introduced in 1995 they were simply copies of tapes addressing' internal students.
From 1996, however, lecturers cansciously addressed two audiences, adding phrases
such as “and for those of you listening at your kitchen table ....” Hipp's study
{1997} also notes the imiportance of what might be called “the human voice” in the
success of female distance education stadents. Students in her study valued tele-
phone contact and other personilising touches. “There seems to be an overwhelm-
ing need to connect and feel valued in these students” (Hipp, 1997, p. 43). The
availability to all staff of telephone answering machines from 1995 may have also
been a contributing factor. These results confirmn impressions that distance edu-
cation students are disadvantaged by limited smdent/student and student/staff
interaction, as well as by limited Library access. Perhaps the structure of distance
education materials in this unir, the provision of taped lectures for added reference,
a 2-day mandatory on-campus session and a supportive library lending system
assisted these students in their study.

Inconclusive Results

Earlier studies report mixed results in terms of the relationship of age to university
academic success, No significant relationships between university performance and
age were identified in the current study. These results may be a function of the
arcenuated age dispersion of this sample.

The present study was not able to investigate the relationship of gender 1o
academic success, as the population was overwhelmingly female, Further, some
results cannot be explained from available informartion. For example, the overall
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greater proportion of Bs in 1994, As and Fs in 1995 and Cs and CQs in 1996 may
be due to some unidentified difference in cohorts or unit presentation, such as
differing emphases and structuring of material over time. For example, there were
two major changes in the content of the unit during this period. The first was related
to a change in the focus of the state-mandated curriculum document (English K-6),
onginally to introduce and then to revise the inclusion of functional grammar, which
concentrated on language in use but elso included new and challenging terminology.
The second was a teaching team decision in 1996 to change the way the linguistic
elements of the unit were introduced and assessed, including 2 shift in the examin-
ation from a specific text analysis t0 a more general examination of the understand-
ing of concepts such as register.

Conclusion

An unusually high failure rate by students precipitated this study, which investigated
the success rate of 601 university students in one core semester unit in three annual
cohorts from 1994 to 1996. Results of this stady help to clarify many of the mixed
findings of earlier research, with robust patterns identified as appearing reliably
across each of the three cohorts. Results across the three samples indicated that
distance education students were legs liliely to succeed than internal students, and
further identified-studears in this unit with TAFE gualifications as more likely than
other categories of students to be less successful and to have a higher failure rate.
The fact that this second-yedr unit was often in their first year of university study
may have contributed ro these results, in that these students, having been given
advanced standing to acknowledge their previous study, missed the introductory
materizl and gradusl actultirition to university expectations. Finally, there was a
sighificant but not particularly strong relatonship between high school achieverment
(as measured by the TER) and academic achievement in this unit.
Implications for teacher education indude:

¢ the need to research aspects of wnit design and delivery, particularly as experi-
enced by different coborts of students, with the identification of more or less
effective characteristics of materials designed for extemnal students being import-
ant;

* the value of providing “voice” support for distance education students through
staff answering machines, weekly unit specific voicemail announcements and
personalised recorded lectures;

» the need to pay particular srrention to TAFE students who have proceeded to
both internal snd external university study, perhaps through strengthening the
link between TAFE and university courses, Mechanisms such as bridging courses
and specific liazison with TAFE staff could relate to issues such as theorctical
analysis, independent learning and essay writing skills. External srudents in
particular should benefit from strategies outlined in the discussion.

Subsequent to this study, a lower overall failure rate in 1997 may reflect the benefit
of unit content restructuring for all students and the addition of another face-to-face
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tutorial hour each week for internal students, These revisions were added in
tesponse to the early data emerging from this study and suggest the bencfit of a
follow-up study to monitor the results emerging from the unit in the current
triennium. Such a future study would also benefit from richer case studies of
individual students’ experiences of the unit, to reflect the complexities of adult
learning. Some conclusions for program and policy development must remain open
until further data are available. If, for example, the lower performance of TAFE
students is predominantly due to poorer academic performmnce, then such strategies
as bridging courses and soudy skills provision are sppropriate. If, however, poor
achievement is particularly linked with esxternal study, then approaches to improve
study by distance mode must be explored. Where these two factars overlap, students
would seem to be particularly at risk of difficulties with university study.

Address for correspondence: Alma Fleet, Institute of Early Childhood (X5B), Mac-
quarie University, NSW 2109, Australia. E-mai); afleet@iec.iec.mqg.edu.au

Note

[1) TAFE (Technical and Further Education) qualifications of students in this study were all
Associate Diplomas in Social Science (Child Studies), acquired either by 2 years of full-time
or equivalent part-time study at 8 TAFE institution. Thia qua&:ﬁcauon introduces material
relevant to a University degree in Early Childhood.

{2} The GPA is a calculaton reflecting overall student grades on z scale from Q to 4 based on
past units at the univarsity.

[3] TER is the New Scouth Wales final senior high school assesgment results from its Higher
School Certificate (HSC) examination. The TER is used to determine university entrance.

[4] The metropolitan area is defined by the Sydney Statistical Division excluding some areas
nominated by the university as representing difficuit access and travel time to the campus.
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