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Factors Affecting Academic Performance of International students in Project

Management Courses: A Case Study from a British Post 92 University.

Abstract: The aim of study is to investigate the factors affecting the academic performance
of international students in Project Management courses. To achieve this aim, a conceptual
framework including three categories of factors: (i) Teaching Style, (ii) English Language and
Communication and (iii) Assessment Methods was developed and empirically tested on a
sample of international students from a British Post 92 University.

The results suggest that the factors: level of details given in lectures, speed of lectures,
academic internet sources, English Language skills, group or individual assessment, the
gualitative/quantitative content of assessment are important drivers of the academic

performance of international students in Project Management.
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Factors Affecting Academic Performance of International students in Project

Management Courses: A Case Study from a British Post 92 University.

Introduction

International students constitute an important part of university life in the United Kingdom.
Most universities in the UK have a considerable fraction of their students from overseas and
this has many advantages. It makes the university vibrant, enables contact, understanding,
and shared experiences between students from different cultural and ethnic backgrounds, and
allows university staff to broaden their knowledge about the education systems in different

countries.

In addition, international students contribute significantly to the financial resources of
universities through full payment of the education costs. In this context and given the ever
growing competition between different parts of the world (United States, Europe, Australia)
to attract these international students, it is vital and crucial that UK universities offer the best
possible educational experience for these students to ensure that universities do not lose their

competitive advantage to other parts of the world.

The aim of this paper is to investigate an important area of the education of international
students, that is, their academic performance in UK universities. Because the experience of
the authors is in teaching Project Management courses, we would like to investigate the
factors affecting the academic performance of international students in Project Management
modules at undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Academic performance, in this case,

means the general level of grades in exams, course-works, and dissertations.

Although, our observations suggest that international students tend not to do well in some

Project Management modules, it is important that the issue of international students’



academic performance is formally investigated and its underlying factors determined and

addressed.

Perhaps unsurprisingly we found no existing research on the academic performance of
international students in project management. The literature that does exist on learning,
teaching and assessment in project management is quite limited and focuses mainly on the
issues regarding the topics, which should be included in the teaching of the subject and how

these topics should be taught and assessed [1]

To overcome this lack of research in this area and fill this gap, the aim of this paper is to
identify whether aspects of the project management subject or aspects of learning, teaching
and assessment may indicate a potential reason to explain the academic performance of

international students.

The paper is organised as follows. The first section presents a literature review of previous
research in the area of academic performance. This is followed by a presentation of the
research methodology and the process of data gathering. The results are then presented and
discussed. The paper concludes by a summary of the main findings and identification of

potential routes for further research.

Literature Review

Morrison [2] highlights some of the different definitions of international students. Our
definition is broad, to encompass all students for whom English is not their first language
and/or those who may not have studied in the British or higher education systems in which
English is the main language of studies. Thus we include European Union (EU) students

who, according to fee status definitions, would otherwise be considered ‘home’ students.



Few articles or texts on international students (generally studying in UK, US or Australian
higher education institutes) relate to academic performance. More commonly covered are the
student experience [3], matters of cross-cultural adjustment, the ‘deficits’ in language or
academic skills, institutional support [4], and guidance for tutors or students preparing to

study in western institutions in which English is the main language of study ([5],[6],[7]).

Much of the work takes a problematical view of international students in higher education,
focusing on the deficits and how these might be remedied. In this context, Biggs [8] argues
that the ‘deficit approach’ (responding to what international students are deemed to lack and
what home students are assumed to possess) arises from certain perspectives on teaching,
namely assimilating and accommodating student differences. However, a ‘contextual’,
flexible approach, emerges from ‘aligned teaching’ and the premise that whilst international
students may experience difficulty with matters of teaching, they are not necessarily different
to those experienced by other students. Therefore ‘good’ learning strategies and teaching
practice benefit all students. These conclusions draw on studies by Volet [9] and Mullins [10]
and are demonstrated implicitly in recommendations on specific learning, teaching and

assessment techniques.

Similarly, De Vita [11] makes recommendations for inclusive approaches and adapting
teaching style to learning style in the multi-cultural classroom [11]. Practices such as making
material available in visual form and enabling students to read before and/or reflect after

lectures are often recommended to support international students.

i The alignment of *Presage’ factors (the learning context and student-level factors that
precede the learning process), ‘Process’ (activities that should promote ‘deep’ learning) and
Product (learning outcomes, whether qualitative, quantitative or affective). See Biggs [8] 3Ps
model, page 19.



The few studies on the performance of international students demonstrate the complexity of
factors involved and that views cannot be generalised. For example, the UK national study by
Morrison [2] found that overall, international-domiciled students achieved fewer first class or
upper second class honours degrees than did UK-domiciled students and, in multi-level
analysis, identified variations by region, country of origin, discipline, and qualifications on

entry ([3], [12], [13], [14], [15], [16], [17], [18], [19]).

To seek explanations for the academic performance of international students, we reviewed
literature on the factors that influence academic success (whether measured in terms of grades
and awards achieved or progression). We found that contemporary texts on teaching and
learning in higher education (for example [8] and [20]) are based on constructivist approaches
and student learning and teaching approaches that encourage ‘deep’ learning [21]". However,
this literature is general in nature and does not differentiate explicitly between international
and home students on the approaches that lead to academic success. The same can be said
about some of the factors that are considered to be an indicator of performance, such as pre-

entry qualifications (excluding Test of English as a Foreign Language, TOEFL, or similar).

Other factors found to have impact on academic performance of international students relate
to the English language skills of these students. Although many universities set a minimum
standard of English for international students and the great majority offer language support,
(pre-session and/or in-session [4]), language is still experienced as an issue by lecturers.
Language cannot be addressed simplistically. Cammish [24] identifies the difficulty in

separating language from culture (as does Todd [25]) and differentiates between the

" ‘Learning approach’ is the term generally accepted to describe the “qualitative approaches in
how students respond to a learning task.” (Marton [22] cited in [23]) and includes both the
students’ intention and process of learning. A ‘deep’ learning approach is more likely to elicit
a higher level of understanding than a ‘surface’ approach. Byrne[23] also identifies a strategic
approach, where students adopt a strategy appropriate to achieving high grades and the
ASSIST inventory identifies the instrumental approach (apathetic to the surface approach).



difficulties faced by international students in four language skills (listening, speaking, reading

and writing).

Adjustment to a new academic environment and culture has also been highlighted by a
number of writers. Cortazzi [26] discuss learning to communicate across academic cultures,
cultures of communication, and cultures of learning. Ridley [27] suggests that whilst all
students entering higher education may be confused by the academic discourse of particular
disciplines this can be of particular concern to students “who have not had language, literacy,
and learning experiences” similar to those who have been prepared to enter higher education.
In addressing written assignments in particular, she identifies specific gaps in expectations

between international students and academic tutors and how they may be addressed.

Another stream of research on teaching, learning and assessment indicates that some activities
may be disadvantageous, or of lower preference, to international students, for example note-
taking in lectures ([28], [29]). De Vita [30] explored the cultural equivalence properties of
commonly adopted assessment methods and found that assessment by examination penalises
international students beyond differences in ability levels, as measured by multiple-choice test
and coursework assignment scores. In one US university ratings by students from cultures
preferring techniques where the instructor provides high structure differed slightly from the
ratings by students from cultures preferring techniques where the instructor provides lower

structure [31].

In addressing specific academic skills a number of cases highlight the adaptability of
international students. When setting a critical thinking task in macroeconomics, Jones [32]
concluded that cultural and linguistic differences are important to the way learning, teaching
and assessment activities are presented. Adams [33] conducted an experiment in Australia
and found that lecturers’ close interaction with international students during tutorials and

seminars had a positive impact on their academic performance.



Therefore, the factors impacting the academic performance of international students in Project
Management can be summarised into a conceptual model, which include three categories of
factors: (i) Teaching style, (ii) English Language and Communication, and (iii) Assessment
Methods (See Figure 1). This framework is tested, through the design and statistical analysis
of a questionnaire sent to international students who studied Project Management modules in

a Post 92 British University.

Research Methodology

The research methodology adopted in the current research was selected with the aim of
answering the research question described earlier. We are particularly interested in
determining the factors, which may affect international students’ academic performance in

Project Management modules.

To achieve this aim, we chose to design a questionnaire, which would include questions
covering as comprehensively as possible the factors believed to impact international students’
academic performance. In line with what is described in research methodology literature
([34], [35]) the questionnaire was informed by literature on teaching and learning of
international students and the experience of the authors over a number of years as lecturers in

the field of project management

The questionnaire methodology was chosen for two reasons: it provides a consistent set of
data from a large sample; and more significantly, by retaining anonymity, it allows students to
express their concerns honestly, thus maximizing the quality and credibility of the data. The
guestionnaire was designed in a statement format to capture student opinion. The
guestionnaire included seventeen statements asking the student (the respondent) to rank the

validity of each statement on a scale from one to five (1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly



Agree). The statements were grouped into the three categories defined earlier in the
conceptual framework: (i) Teaching style (ii) English Language and Communication, and (iii)
Assessment Methods. Dillman [36] distinguishes between three types of data variables that
can be collected through questionnaires: opinion, behaviour and attribute. All of the questions

on the questionnaire are of the opinion type.

The questionnaire was sent to international students who previously studied Project
Management modules in a Post 92 British University. These students come from a wide
range of nationalities and satisfied the “international students” definition presented earlier.
The number of questionnaire sent was 300 from which we received 35 responses (Response
rate 12%). Three questionnaires could not be used because of missing answers to some
guestions. Therefore, we could only use 32 questionnaires for this study. The research team
was very disappointed with the response rate as this prevented if from the use of more

sophisticated statistical analysis.

Results

As mentioned earlier, our aim was to conduct a sophisticated statistical analysis of the
guestionnaire. However, to our chagrin, the number of replies to our questionnaire received at
the time of preparing this paper was not enough to carry out this analysis. Therefore, we have
been obliged to conduct a simple analysis in which we calculated some measures of central
tendency and dispersion namely mean, median, and standard deviation of the scores
associated with each statement in the questionnaire [37]. These measures are presented in

Table 1.

The analysis of the results will focus on one category of factors at a time and is based on the

values of the three measures represented in Table 1. A high value for the mean and/or the



median indicates a strong agreement with the statement in the questionnaire. A high value of

the standard deviation indicates that individual scores are highly dispersed from the mean.

Category 1: Teaching Style

The style of lecture presentation by lecturers appears to be a strong factor in helping students
understand the subject. This indicates that students do rely heavily on their lecturers’ skills in
presenting and explaining lecture material. This finding is supported by the fact that the mean
score to the opposite statements “The pace of delivery of the teaching is too slow” and “The
pace of delivery of the teaching is too fast” are almost identical, although there is more
agreement with the latter statement. These two statements clearly indicate that international
students have different abilities and strengths, but they all rely on their lecturers’ ability to

deliver and explain the lecture material to understand the subject.

In addition, international students seem to have some difficulty understanding lectures which
are nor well structured, that is lectures in which there is no clear link between its different
parts. However, they seem to find the discussions during the class a bit helpful in improving
their understanding. Posting information on university learning websites is, to some extent,

also helpful in getting the message through to international students.

Category 2: English Language and Communication.

Students find it easy, to some extent, to express orally their thoughts and to write reports and
essays in English Language. In addition, they seem to be quite comfortable reading from
Project Management textbooks although they have some difficulties understanding special
technical words related to the subject both in lectures and in textbooks. For these reasons,
there is quite strong evidence that international students would prefer the subject to be taught

in their first language.
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Category 3: Assessment Methods

Assignments in project management modules appear to be of a reasonable level to
international students. This is supported by the fact that students do not find it very difficult to
answer exam questions in project management. Opinions are also equally divided regarding
the issue of working in group or individual assignments although there is more bias towards

preference of group assignments.

Regarding the preferred type of question, there is strong evidence that students prefer
assignments with significant mathematical content. This can be related to difficulties in
dealing with qualitative questions, which require a higher level of mastery of English

language.

Discussion and recommendations

The results shed light on many issues, which appear to drive the performance of international
students. The ability of lecturers to deliver the teaching material at both the right pace and at a
suitable depth of explanation is important factors to explain the performance of international
students. Given the lack of English language skills of some international students, they tend
to rely heavily of lecturers’ ability to structure the lecture material and explain it in great
detail. This means that lectures should be designed to include a significant volume of
information presented in simple and clear language to classes containing a high proportion of
international students. Furthermore, international students rely on extra information put by
lecturers in web based learning environment when studying the subject. Therefore, lecturers
may have to put, on the internet, extra teaching material and more information about

academic sources to help international students improve their learning experience.
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The selection of the lecture content and the preparation of the lecture material should take into
account the mixture of students’ abilities to digest that information. Although classes include
a mixture of home and international students with different abilities, it is important that
lectures are designed and delivered to suit the mixture of students. Further communication
with and advice to vulnerable international students facing specific difficulties can be an
excellent medium to bring confidence to these students and help them improve their

performance and enjoy the learning experience of project management.

The high requirements of English language to deal with the qualitative part of the project
management subject appear to create, to some extent, difficulties for some groups of
international students. Some international students may have problems expressing themselves
either in written or spoken English. This means that it is important to assess correctly the level
of proficiency in English language when recruiting international students and make sure that
students are up to the required standards when they come to study in the UK. In addition, it is
vital that international students are continuously monitored by lecturers and offered support
and given access to English language courses in the university while they are taking their

courses.

Although international students appear to be able to read and understand project management
textbooks, they find many of the technical words in these textbooks difficult to understand.
This may relate to the way technical information is presented in textbooks. This means that
textbooks (especially international editions) have to be written in simpler style which suits a
large body of students, and lecturers have to look carefully through the books before

recommending them to classes including a high proportion of international students.

Regarding assignments, it is unclear from our results whether students prefer group or
individual assignments. This may be explained by the fact that international students are not a

homogenous group and, therefore, have different abilities and previous learning experiences.
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It is well known that the ability of students to interact with other and their previous
experience in teamwork is different depending on the country of origin of the students and the
subject they studied before coming to the UK. However, it is clear that it is better if
assignments are varied so that some pieces are group based and some are individual based.
This would satisfy the different needs of students, but would also enable them to address their
weaknesses by forcing students who prefer individual assignments to work in groups, and

those who prefer to work in group to develop the skill to work individually.

International students tend to prefer assignments which include a heavy quantitative
component. While this is understandable given the difficulties some students may have with
English language, it is important that assignments are balanced and cover both the
guantitative and qualitative aspects of project management as the assessment strategy must
reflect the nature of the subject and cover all areas of knowledge necessary for graduates in

this field.

These results have important implications with respect to the teaching of project management
modules to international students. With regard to the design and delivery of lectures, it is
advisable that lecturers prepare well structured lectures and deliver them in a reasonable pace
to allow students the time to understand them. In addition, lecturers should engage
international students through class discussions and encourage them to participate in these
discussions. Lecturers should also make a good use of the web learning environments, which

are becoming a feature of many UK universities these days.

It is necessary to establish that each student possesses the necessary degree of proficiency in
English language before accepting them onto the project management module. In addition, it
is highly recommended that English Language support continues to be made available to
international students during the whole cycle of their studies in the university. The language

issue can also be addressed through a careful selection of accompanying text books that are
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not, from a language perspective, very complicated. The process of textbook selection should
take into account the simplicity of the style of writing and the ability of international students

to get the maximum benefit from reading the textbooks.

Although international students in this study favour assignments with a high proportion of
guantitative requirements, there should be a balance of quantitative to qualitative components.
The proportion of each component will be different from one module to another, but it is
crucial that assignments are designed to be as comprehensive and representative of the course
material and its associated learning outcomes as possible. The reluctance of international
students to answer qualitative questions should be examined further although it can be
partially addressed through the actions described above. One of the aims of assessment is to
make sure that all students (international or otherwise) have reached the required academic
standards and got the necessary skills to compete in the global job market. This is one of the

most important attractive factors of British higher education to international students.

Conclusions

The aim of this research is to investigate the factors affecting the academic performance of
international students in project management. To this end, a framework was developed from
the literature and tested empirically through an opinion based questionnaire. Our objective is
to identify, from international students’ perspective, the factors affecting their performance so
that possible corrective actions can be identified in order to improve the learning experience

of these students and improve their performance.

The results from the questionnaire regarding the explanatory factors impacting the academic

performance of international students are in line with those described in other studies on the

subject. The three groups of factors identified in this research are 1) Teaching Style, 2)

14



English Language and Communication and 3) assessment methods are consistent with

previous research.

There are some limitations to the current research. The most important one is our assumption
that international students were a homogenous group whereas, in reality, they come from
different regions of the world and, therefore, have different abilities, cultures, and learning

experiences.

The size of the sample prevented the authors from carrying out a more sophisticated
statistical analysis. The sample was taken only from student in a single university and is not,
therefore, representative of students’ opinions in other UK universities. In addition, the
students in the sample were selected from a business school whereas project management is
taught to students in other departments such as engineering and computer science whose
students may have different experiences. The study did not specifically differentiate between
undergraduate and postgraduate students or between young and mature students. It is
expected that further segmentation of our student population along these groups will improve

our understanding of the issue of academic performance of international students.

This research is at its infancy. Our research is still on-going and we are in the process of
gathering more data in order to get a larger sample, which will allow us to apply a wide range
of statistical methods to address some of the sample size related limitations cited above.
Moreover, we are planning to build and test a more comprehensive conceptual framework,
which will include many of the missed factors in this research such as effects of culture,

previous learning methods, and regions from which international students come from.

We believe that little is known regarding many of the issues affecting academic performance
of international students in the subject of project management and this require more effort

from those involved in the teaching and learning activities in this field.
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Table 1: The Mean, Median, and Standard Deviation of the academic performance factors

1= Strongly Disagree 5= Strongly Agree Mean Median SD
Category 1: Teaching Style
1 The way the lecturer speaks is important in understanding the | 3.69 4.00 1.01
lecture
2 The pace of delivery of the teaching is too slow 2.00 2.00 0.82
3 The pace of delivery of the teaching is too fast 2.25 2.50 1.00
4 It is difficult to understand what is explained if there is no | 2.69 3.00 1.14
clear link between the different parts of the lecture
5 I find that information put by the lecturer on the module | 2.63 3.00 0.89
website always gives the answers to any questions | have after
a lecture
6 I have difficulty with class discussions on project management | 2.19 2.00 0.91
Category 2: English Language and Communication
7 | find reading project management text book difficult 2.00 2.00 1.15
8 | find writing reports and essays difficult for this module 2.38 2.00 1.09
9 The use of some words in project management make it harder | 2.56 3.00 1.46
to understand
10 | I find it difficult to express my thoughts in spoken English 2.13 2.00 1.20
11 | I discuss the course material in my first language with my | 1.94 1.00 1.29
associates
12 | I would like to read about project management in my first | 3.00 3.00 1.59
language
Category 3: Assessment Methods
13 | I find answering examination question difficult in this module | 2.38 2.00 1.02
14 | The project management assignment is difficult to understand | 2.25 2.50 1.00
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15 | I prefer to work in a teams for assignment work 2.88 3.00 1.20
16 | | prefer to work on my own for assignment work 2.81 3.00 1.11
17 | I am happy with gquestions which are mathematically based 3.44 3.00 1.03
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Figure 1: The Academic Performance Conceptual Framework
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