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ABSTRACT
There are many factors that cause students in higher learning institutions to be placed under an
academic probation program. In this study, students under probation for the American Degree
Program had completed a survey to determine the factors that lead to their poor academic
performance. Time management and procrastination werefound to be significant factors that
contributed to their dismal academic performance. Apart from that, facing difficulties with certain
requisite subjects, such as math, also adversely affected their grades. Therefore, the factors identified
are useful for the institution to manage the students’ academic performance so that they will no longer
be under probation.
Keywords: Academic Probation, American Degree Transfer Program, Education
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1.0

INTRODUCTION
American Degree Transfer Program (ADP) is a credit – transfer program catering to students to
further their studies in the U.S. This program was started in 1996 in Taylor’s College in Malaysia. In
Taylor’s, the ADP Program offers courses in the fields of engineering, actuarial science, computer
science, applied sciences, business and liberal arts. Students complete approximately two years in
Malaysia and two years in the U.S. While the majority of students transfer to U.S. universities, some
also transfer to Canadian and Australian universities. ADP is tailored to the American learning style
and the program prepares students for transition to the holistic American education system. In the first
two years of the program, students are required to take a wide range of subjects where they are
continuously assessed throughout the semester.
The more flexible and holistic education system in the ADP program can be challenging to
Malaysian students who are more used to a traditional, exam-oriented school system. Consequently,
some of them cannot cope with the change and end up with poor academic performance. Moreover,
the first year is a very important year for students to transition themselves. According to the American
College of Testing Program [1], attrition is at its’ greatest during the freshmen year whereby more
than 35% of students drop out of public universities and colleges annually. Failing to adjust and adapt
to a new system from the first year will demoralize the students leading to poor performance and
eventually contribute to withdrawal [2]. Therefore, a lot of studies related to first year experience of
higher education students have been conducted and well documented by Harvey and Drew [3]. Faizal,
Kalarani [4] specifically conducted a study of the students’ first year experience of an American
Degree Transfer Program in Malaysia. Their findings concurred with existing literature where the poor
performance of university students can be attributed to a wide range of factors including personality,
intelligence, previous academic achievements and demographic data [5-10]. Although the literature
shows that poor academic performance is dependent on one or more of these factors, there is no
consistent agreement among different studies. Therefore, this paper aims to ascertainfactors of poor
academic performance specific to students under “academic probation” in the American Degree
Transfer Program at a private university in Malaysia.
2.0
THE STUDY
Data Collection Methods
The survey was administered to students under academic probation from two different
semesters namely the spring and summer semester. Students were required to complete a selfadministrated questionnaire which was distributed and supervised by their academic advisors. The
questionnaire contained two sections: section A and section B. The survey questions were obtained
from Duffy [11]and modified to suit the program-specific needs of this institution’s ADP. In total, 36
students responded to the survey with the response rate at 52.1%.
Data Analysis
Participants of this survey responded to the questions using the Likert-scale ranging from 1 to 4
with 1 being strongly agree, 2 being agree, 3 being disagree and 4 being strongly disagree. The
responses were analyzed using SPSS v.21. Descriptive analysis was used to determine factors of
students’ academic probation.
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3.0

FINDINGS
Table 1 shows the socio-demographics of students under the ADP probation program. It is
important to identify these factors since probation students have a variety of demographic
characteristics and cultural backgrounds[6, 12]. In this study the majority of respondents (88%) are
male students, with only 12% comprising female students. 86% of these students are aged between 15
to 20 years old, while the remaining are above 20 years old (14%). Malaysian students comprised of
69%, whereas 21% are international students (from various nationalities).
Table 1: Socio Demographic of Students
Socio Demographic Characteristics
Gender
Male
Female
Age
Below 21 (15-20 years old)
Above 20
Nationality
Malaysian
International students

(no of respondents, n=36)
32
4
31
5
25
11

As shown in Table 2, 39% of probation students are currently in the 4th semester, while
19% of them are in the 3rd semester. Only a handful of students are in the 2nd semester (14%), 11% in
5th semester, and 8% are already in the 6th and 7th semester of their study. Several factors can
contribute to the percentage of students in different semesters as a variety of subjects are offered by
the school according to current semester.
Table 2: Academic Information of Students
Academic information of students
No. of semester(s)
Semester 1
Semester 2
Semester 3
Semester 4
Semester 5
Semester 6
Semester 7
Academic background
A levels
O levels
IB Diploma
*SPM
Others
12

(no of respondents, n=36)
0
5
7
14
4
3
3

3
10
2
19
2
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Major
Business
Liberal Arts
Engineering
Computer Science
Applied Science
Mass Communication

4
5
10
3
3
1

Level of Probation
Red flag (AP1)
Academic Probation 2 (AP2)
Academic Probation 3 (AP3)

16
9
4
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*SijilPelajaran Malaysia (SPM), is a standardized examinations for government secondary schools in
Malaysia. SPM is equivalent to O levels.
The academic background of students consist of 53% are SPM holders, 27% with O level
certificates, 8% with A level certificates, while 6% have an IB Diploma and another 6% have other
academic qualifications. Coming from different academic backgrounds could also contribute to the
students’ differing performance. Some students might have difficulty in adjusting to the new teaching
and learning methodology. For instance, the SPM holders are more used to an examination-oriented
approach which is based on text books and is largely teacher-centered, whereas the ADP program
consists of continuous assessments, is student-centered and emphasizes holistic learning.
The students who are the Engineering majors comprise of 28% of the sample population, while
Liberal Arts majors come in second at 14%. Business majors constitute about 11%, both Computer
Science and Applied Science are 8% respectively, and finally Mass Communication majors are only
3%.
The levels of probation at this institution’s ADP are divided into three: first is the Red Flag
(AP1), followed by AP2 and lastly AP3. The majority of these probation students are under Red Flag
(AP1) with a percentage of 44%. Meanwhile 25% of them are in AP2 and 11% are in AP3.
Table 3: Self-Administrated Study Behaviour
Hours spent studying, doing homework, (no of respondents, n=36)
assignments and revision (per week)

Hours spent
0 (never study)
1-5 hours
6-10 hours
11-15 hours
>20 hours

0
20
10
6
0

13

International Interdisciplinary Journal of Scientific Research

ISSN: 2200-9833

www.iijsr.org

Table 3 shows the number of hours spent weekly on studying, completing homework, doing
assignments and revision by the probation students. Most of them (56%)spent between 1 to 5 hours
per week for academic purposes, 28% of them spent 6 to 10 hours weekly and only 17% spent
between 11 to 15 hours. None spent more than 20 hours weekly on their studies. Incidentally, it is
unknown how effective were these hours spent weekly and the effect on their performance. This is
because the study sessions may happen during the student’s free hours and is managed by them.
Table 4: Students’ type of accommodation and travel behaviour
Students’ accommodations and hours spent
(no of respondents, n=36)
to commute to campus
Type of accommodations
On-campus residence
3
Off-campus residence; without family
17
Off-campus; with family
16

Hours spent to commute
Less than 30 minutes
30 minutes- 1 hour
1-2 hours

24
8
3

In Table 4, it is found that 47% of students live at off-campus residences with no presence of
family members, whereas another 44% live at off-campus residences with their family. The remaining
9% utilise the on-campus accommodation. This 91% living off-campus is significant as research has
shown that “retention is significantly higher for on-campus students regardless of race, gender or
admission type” [13] while “off-campus living works to the detriment of retention”[14].
Further 67% of the ADP students spend less than 30 minutes to commute to the campus. 22%
take between 30 minutes to an hour and only 8% need 1 to 2 hours to travel to the campus. These
factors need to be taken into consideration as it could affect students’ time since classes have been
arranged prior to every beginning of semester. In fact, much of the existing literature portrays
commuter students as being disadvantaged [15]. Moreover,Astin [16]expounds that according to the
theory of student involvement, the time and energy that the student invests in various activities
represent a reduction in the time and energy the student has to devote to educational development.
Table 5: First generation: first person in the family to attend university
First person in family to attend university
(no of respondents, n=36)
Yes
12
No
24
Table 5 illustrates that 67% of the students under the probation program are not the first person
in their family to attend university, whereas 33% of them are the first person in the family to study in
university. This might contribute to the latter’s lack of knowledge about the university environment,
education system and its rules and regulations.
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3.1Factors Contributing to Poor Academic Performance
The findings on students’ academic experience are shown in Table 6 below.
Table 6: Students’ Academic Experience
1

2

3

4

1. I spent too much time studying for one very difficult course
and fell behind in everything else I felt as if I were always
behind the rest of the class.
2. I didn’t understand what the instructor/professor was talking
about.
3. I had difficulty doing well on exams, even though I thought I
knew the material.
4. I needed a tutor, but didn’t know how to get one.

6

17

7

6

Mean
score
9

13

18

5

0

9

3

14

13

6

9

12

17

6

1

9

5. I managed my time poorly; I procrastinated, and then I didn’t
have time to finish things.
6. I have a hard time writing my assignments. I didn’t keep up
with the assigned readings.
7. English is my second language and I had problems
studying/understanding my lecturers.
8. I did not see my course lecturer for consultation.

7

19

8

2

11.7

7

19

8

2

9.7

20

13

3

0

5.3

4

13

17

2

10.7

9. I have a difficult time with math.

3

15

13

5

10. I took too many courses. I missed too many classes.

14

13

6

3

11.0
7.3

11. I didn’t take notes.
12. The notes I took didn’t help when I studied.

13
11

14
19

9
3

0
1

7.7
7.7

13. I didn’t really study.

5

12

18

1

10.3

14. I was experiencing personal problems that interfered with
my ability to concentrate and complete my work/or study
effectively.
15. I felt isolated, anxious, tired, depressed, and unable to focus
on anything for sustained periods of time.
16. I had little or no motivation to complete assignments or even
attend class.
17. I had a crisis and/or death in the family (or someone I felt
very close to).
18. I went out a lot and partied a lot with my friends to the
extent that I couldn’t always focus on my schoolwork, or
missed classes because I was sleeping off a late night.
19. I wasn’t motivated because I don’t know why I am here, or
what I will do with a college degree.
20. I am having financial difficulties.

2

19

7

8

10.3

6

17

11

0

9.3

7

20

9

0

9.7

22

11

2

1

7.7

14

15

6

1

7.3

16

13

6

1

6.7

22

11

3

0

4.7

21. I am not coping well with my chosen major.

15

15

5

1

7.0

22. I am facing issues with alcohol, tobacco, and/or drugs.

26

7

2

0

3.0
15
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23

11

0

2

4.3

11
and 21

15
11

8
4

2
0

8.3
5.0

12

19

3

2

8.0

27. I used tutors/tuition teachers in school so I cannot cope with 13
my studies now.
28. I find it hard to adapt from the school to the university 11
systems (coursework and continuous assessments, cannot
study last minute for exams, etc)
29. I am unsure of university policies/procedures such as 13
adding/dropping
courses,
pre-registration,
withdrawal/repeating courses, etc.
Note: Scale strongly disagree 1 to strongly agree 4

17

5

1

7.7

20

4

5

8.3

14

6

3

7.7

24. I spend too much of time on extra-curricular activities.
25. I have trouble juggling between family
university/university responsibilities.
26. I do not have a strong support system around me.

The mean score for each statement have been obtained and the five statements with significant score
(see Table 7) have been taken into consideration and discussed as follows.
Table 7: Five most significant factors

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Mean
score
I managed my time poorly; I procrastinated, and then I didn’t have time 11.7
to finish things.
I have a difficult time with math.
11.0
I did not see my course lecturer for consultation.
10.7
I didn’t really study.
10.3
I was experiencing personal problems that interfered with my ability to 10.3
concentrate and complete my work/or study effectively.

The statement “I managed my time poorly; I procrastinated, and then I didn’t have time to
finish things” is found to have the highest mean score. This findings concurs with Dipboye and
Phillips [12] that poor time management behaviour are the cause of not only stress but also poor
academic performance. In addition to that,Zimmerman [17]stated that students who do not manage
their study time and learning have a disadvantage in higher education as compared to students who do
manage their time well. Apart from that, other factors that may lead to poor time management are
affective stress whereby the students who perform poorly in their studies are not satisfied with their
current circumstances this results in accompanying stress. Subsequently, they may be less able to
manage and control their time.
Next, in the findings the statement “I have a difficult time with math”, has the second highest
mean score. This is probably because the engineering majors under probation comprised 28% of the
respondents. Engineering majors have to take mathematical-based subjects such as Algebra I & II,
Geometry, Trigonometry, Probability & Statistics, Calculus I & II. Thus the students’ CGPA could be
16
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affected as they face difficulties with these higher-level math subjects. The two factors may be
connected to each other; difficulty with math and dissatisfaction that leads to poor time management.
Meanwhile, the statement “I did not see my course lecturer for consultation” has the third
highest mean score. This is not surprising as studies underscore that “a student’s relationship with the
academic advisor and faculty can be the single biggest factor in increasing student retention”[18].
Finally, the statement “I didn’t really study” and “I was experiencing personal problems that
interfered with my ability to concentrate and complete my work/study effectively” shares the same
mean score, which is 10.3. This finding is similar to results of an empirical study [19] that highlights
lack of seriousness in studies, family problems and personal problems as factors contributing to
academic probation.
4.0

CONCLUSION
This study to determine the factors that cause students to perform poorly, resulting in attrition,
furnishes insights into the different challenges that are faced by ADP students. The findings besides
providing a good academic reference also provides opportunities at a managerial level, to intervene
and implement retention/student success strategies where appropriate via a two-pronged approach
from the perspective of the students and the institution working symbiotically. These intervention
strategies could help motivate and instill the requisite skills in poor performing students in hopes that
they will successfully come out of the probation program to regain good academic standing.
Firstly, the attributes identified may be related to intrinsic/psychological factors such as the
students’ personality, motivation and perception. Many studies echo that the students need to be
resilient, have clear academic goals, and cultivate a sense of belonging and involvement with their
program and learning community. Gray, Vitak [20]found that being well-integrated into university
life, having a supportive network and good relationships with staff are vital for academic success.
Thus, probation students must be made aware of and be encouraged to leverage on supportive
activities such as meeting their academic advisor/faculty regularly for consultation, tapping on campus
support like counselling services to help them cope with personal problems, utilizing peer support and
tutoring programs like PASS / P2P, and maximizing opportunities to engage in the campus life.
Besides that, attributes related to academic management must be customized to the student’s
needs. Since the students who are struggling academically have poor time management, grapple with
higher level math, lack study skills and motivation, interventions in the form of study skills workshops
and supplemental math classes could be employed.
From the institution’s perspective, interventions need to be reviewed and intensified. Despite
the requirement that students on academic probation must meet with their advisor to develop their
academic success plan, these students usually miss their regular consultations. While the institution
has placed registration holds on students’ account if they do not comply with probation requirements,
perhaps more drastic interventions need to be targeted by the program to capture these disengaged
students. First, a further study would need to be conducted to ascertain why students lack motivation
to study and are struggling with their academics. Next, some possible interventions include:
 Creating an online platform to disseminate crucial information to “at risk” students as well as
equip them with digital tools (like planning apps, etc. to manage their time)
 Making it mandatory for probation students to enroll in skill-building workshops to improve
study habits, time management skills and personal motivation.
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Requiring students to attend tutoring sessions, document study hours, and meet with peer and
faculty advisors.
Maintaining a low advisor-advisee ratio and training staff to be able to handle probation
students (for a more structured consultation session with advisors as it varies currently)
Harnessing professional advisors (from the student success team) to assist students with their
academic success plan and ongoing monitoring, as well as to serve as a resource for faculty
advisors.
Evaluating the effectiveness of probation support services by analyzing students’ grades and
participation in support programs (via learning analytics)

Some of the above recommendations are adapted from the Education Advisory Board’s “Effective
strategies for supporting students on academic probation” [21]
In conclusion, regardless of the intervention program that the school/institution formulates,
ultimately the decision depends on the probation students themselves who must be motivated to work
with the program to be reinstated into good academic standing.
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