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Abstract: There has been high examination attrition rates and low student Grade Point Average among
undergraduate programmes in the School of Medicine of the University of Zambia. Such a situation was
cause for concern and, therefore this study investigated the relationship among course management, teaching
approaches and assessment processeson one hand, and high examination attrition rates and low Grade Point
Average (GPA) for undergraduate medical students trained at the University of Zambia, School of Medicine,
on the other.
A mixed methods approach involving qualitative and quantitative methods was employed to investigate the
above mentioned issues. Anexploratory sequential research design was used for data collection. Data were
captured using two related sets of instruments. The first was an evaluation survey instrument on the Teaching
and Learning of undergraduate programmes in the School of Medicine and document analysis. The second
was a students’ Focus Group Discussion schedule and an in - depth interview schedule for key informants
regarding the GPA and examination attritions. Results of the two sets were compared. Quantitative data from
the first set were analysed using descriptive and inferential statistics while qualitative data from the second
set were analysed using constant comparative method.
The study revealed that the following contributed to low GPA and high examination attrition rates in the
School of Medicine:
(a) there was inadequate teaching and learning spaces and inadequate information technology support. (b)
there was significant statistical difference in the workload in all courses among the various programmes (p =
0.000, F = 4, 596, df = 8.53) which were heavy, with little time allocated to them. The majority (92%) of MB
ChB respondents and BSc Env respondents (75%) stated that the workload was heavy. (c) concepts were not
explained in depth which led to students’ perceptions that courses were difficult. (d) despite having well
qualified lecturers (54.7%) students were not availed with handbooks (62.6%) and course curriculum
(53%).There was no significant statistical difference among the programmes (p = .663, F = 4, 596, df =
.600). (e) there was no timely feedback (47.8%) and, where it was done, it lacked guiding comments (48%).
(f)in some cases (28.8%) assessment tasks were misaligned with learning objectives.
In conclusion, the study shows that low students’ GPA and high examination attrition rates at the Medical
School of the University of Zambia were due to poor course management, inappropriate teaching approaches
and improper assessment processes. In view of these findings, the study recommends that:
• Enrolment of students should be dependent on availability of infrastructure and facility capacities.
• Course contents (i. e. curricular) should be reviewed to be in accordance with the time allocated to them.
• Assessment tasks should be aligned with learning objectives.
• Feedback should be given to students on time and should be detailed.
• The Department of Medical Education and Development (DMED) should consider organizing specific
pedagogical training programmes for existing and newly employed academic staff.
Keywords: Quality education, attrition rates, Grade Point Average, Course management, teaching
approaches and assessment practices
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1. INTRODUCTION
This study aimed at measuring educational quality at University of Zambia, School of Medicine by
establishing the relationship between course management, teaching practices and assessment
processes on one hand, and examination attrition rates and Grade Point Average (GPA) in the School
of Medicine at the University of Zambia on the other. This was done through the evaluation of the
course management, rating of teaching contributions and assessment practices. The idea for the study
stems from the phenomena observed by the researcher that, despite the School of Medicine selecting
and admitting the highest performers from the School of Natural Sciences and having projects like the
Department for International Development (DFID) from 1995 to 2000 and Medical Education
Partnership Initiative (MEPI) from 2011 to 2015 which aimed at improving the quality of teaching,
the School of Medicine still recorded very high examination attrition rates and low students GPA, as
shown in Table 1.1 and Table 1.2 respectively for the period of 2008 to 2014 .
Table1.1. Examination Attrition Rates (%) of Various Programmers’ from 2008 to 2014
PROGRAMME
BSc ENV. HEALTH
BSc PHYSIOTHERAPY
BSc BIO SCIENCES
BSc PHARMARCY
MB ChB
AVERAGE

2008
6.67
7.50
0.00
0.00
1.00
3.03

2009
0.00
20.00
4.33
15.50
30.00
13.97

2010
6.25
21.50
12.30
12.00
14.00
13.21

2011
8.75
6.50
6.00
15.00
17.00
10.65

2013
4.00
25.0
19.0
18.0
12.0
15.60

2014
14.7
10.0
41.0
29.0
30.0
24.94

Table1.2. Grade Point Average (GPA) of Various Programmers from 2008 to 2014
PROGRAMME
BSc ENV. HEALTH
BSc PHYSIOTHERAPY
BSc BIO SCIENCES
BSc PHARMARCY
MB ChB
AVERAGE

2008
2.15
1.65
2.63
1.92
1.95
2.09

2009
3.27
2.42
2.63
2.30
1.67
2.46

2010
2.85
2.61
1.73
2.05
1.73
2.59

2011
2.53
2.12
3.07
2.10
1.86
2.34

2013
1.97
2.24
2.10
2.47
2.09
2.17

2014
3.22
3.10
2.73
2.62
2.15
2.76

(Source: Field data, 2017)

It has been proposed by UNICEF (2000) [1] that where there is educational quality, the students’
outcomes may include: high Grade Point Average, high student retention and low examination
attrition rates.The evidence in literature also shows that quality of teaching Contributes to high GPA
and low examination attrition rates (Hamshire, 2017)[2].Attrition is defined as student’s departure from
the school or possible departure from the entire educational system (De Remer, 2002) [3]. Grade Point
Average (GPA) numerically represents a student’s quality of performance (Hamshire, 2017[2]and
Douglas and Fredendall, 2004)[4].GPAs are used to determine if a student qualifies for a certain
academic action like to enter into scholarship or major graduation.
It should be stated at this point that many investigators in medical schools have identified
undergraduate institution educational quality as an important predictor of educational success (Choy,
2001[5]; Sulaiman, et al, 2006[6];Susan, et al, 2011[7]). (Sulaiman, et al, 2006[6]; Susan, et al, 2011[7])
have also related quality of education to students’ GPA. The GPA is a world recognised grading that
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determines the overall competence across all subjects (Susan, et al, 2011). Grade Point Average
(GPA) is defined byChoy (2001)[3]the average of total amount of grades by a candidate in a semester
or academic year or programme. Haines (2011)[8] examined the records of 66 minority students
enrolled in the Case Western Reserve University School of Medicine in the early 1970’s. These
investigators quantified each student’s undergraduate institution quality based on GPA. Students’
GPAs were suggestive of their educational quality.
Research on causes of students’ GPA and examination attrition rates is contradictory and inconclusive
(Bean, 2006)[9]. There is disagreement over which model quality has the major theoretical works.
Some writers consider them to be Spady & Tinto (Pascarrella & Terenzini, (2005)[10]. These state that
the major causes to students’ GPA and examination attrition rates are variables from course
management and institutional characteristics while others who consider Tinto and Astin (Wild and
Webbers, 2002)[11] put emphasis on teaching characteristics and institutional characteristics as major
contributors to students’ GPA and examination attrition rates. Others consider Bean and Pascarella
(Moore and Shurock, 2006)[12] who focuses on assessment processes and teaching characteristics. One
of the few things scholars agree on is the importance of studying and improving retention (Wild and
Ebbers, 2002)[11].
2. EDUCATIONAL QUALITY AND QUALITY OUTCOMES
Joshi (2012)[13] states that educational quality is an essential component in enhancing and maintaining
the quality of teaching and learning at an institution. It is a major contributor to high performance of
students.
2.1. Relationship between Quality Education and Quality Outcomes
It should be stated at this point that numerous investigators in medical school settings have identified
undergraduate institution educational quality as an important predictor of educational success or
quality outcomes (Dockter, 2001)[14].Quality education been applied as a way of improving
performance in learning institutions (Kaynak, 2003)[15]. Several studies have shown the link between
quality education and quality outcomes, using both factual data (Reason, 2009)[16] and perceptual data
(Dockter, 2000)[14].To study this link, the data analysis were based on a series of multiple regressions
(Pascarella et al, 2005)[10], correlations (Curkovic et al., 2000)[17] and other analytical frameworks.
However, few empirical studies have identified the direct and indirect effects of quality education on
performance of the students.
2.2. Correlation Between Grade Point Average and Examination Attrition Rates
Grade Point Average (GPA) is defined by Reason (2009)[16] as the average of total amount of grades
by a candidate in a semester or academic year or programme while examination attrition rates refer to
the ratio of the number of students failing in the examination as compared to those who passed. It
should be noted that examination attrition rates and GPA are related and have an impact on each
other. Grade Point Average impacts on the retention and graduation rates. Many researchers (Reason,
2009[16] and Wilson, 2015[18]) have demonstrated that low GPA can result in low graduation rates and
low retention of students. Kuhn (2006)[19] stated that Grade Point Average (GPA) is associated with
time spent preparing for class, coming to class prepared, asking questions in class, receiving prompt
feedback from faculty and having a favourable evaluation of overall educational experiences in the
learning institutions.
2.3. Relationship between Quality of Education and GPA
The GPA is a world recognised grading that determines the overall competence across all subjects
(Susan et al, 2011)[7]. Other scholars like (Dockter 2001[14] and Weddle et al. 2003[20]), equally related
quality of education to students’ GPA. In all these, the studies showed that in institutions of learning
with high educational quality (quality learning environment, quality content and quality process), the
students’ GPA were high.
2.4. Relationship between Educational Quality and Examination Attrition Rates
There is a strong link between attrition and educational quality as evidenced from students’
performance on standardized tests Billings (2005)[21]. In this study, students’ performance was
attributed to teacher quality. From above it can be suggested that examination attrition rates are one of
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important indicators being used to measure student performance. Yates et al (2006)[22] also stated that
high examination attrition rates reflects the fact that student attrition represents an inefficient use of
resources if students who leave the school before graduating cannot use in the labor market whatever
human capital they have gained during their courses.
2.5. Factors Predicting GPA and Examination Attrition Rates
The causes of GPA and examination attrition rates need to be understood. Many studies have been
carried out to investigate the causes of these variables. In this case only five (5) predictors to GPA and
examination attrition rates have been explained as they relate to this study’s focus. It should be
mentioned that these principles have been utilized in different programmes and results have been
positive. Kuh (2006)[19] applied these principles to on-line nursing education and there were minimal
examination attrition rates with high students GPA. The study focused the three and how they have
contributed to the Medical educational quality thereby affecting students’ GPA and examination
attrition rates. The five predictors discussed in the sub – sections which follow include pre- medical
school achievement, institutional characteristics, course management, teaching approaches and
assessment processes.
3. PROBLEM STATEMENT
High examination attrition rates and low GPA in Table 1.3 and Table 1.4 respectively raised concerns
for the researcher. This study therefore, was aimed at determining if course management, teaching
approaches and assessment processes had a bearing on high examination attrition rates and low GPA
for the undergraduate medical students trained at the University of Zambia. Selection of students at
the University of Zambia is based on merit. Those with best results are selected form the School of
Natural Sciences which also selects the best among the best applicants form secondary schools. The
medical school of the University of Zambia selected and admitted the highest performers from the
school of Natural Sciences.
Table 1.3 Well managed Courses with appropriate teaching approaches and proper assessment practices
COURSE CODE

ATTRITION RATE (%)

OVERALL GRADE POINT AVERAGE

PMY 3410

2.5

3.7

PTM 3010

0.0

3.2

PSY 6410

0.0

3.7

PGY 3419

5.90

3.0

PCH 5010

2.4

3.0

PSY 4020

0.0

3.7

Table 1.4 Poorly managed Courses with inappropriate teaching approaches and improper assessment practices
COURSE CODE

ATTRITION RATE (%)

OVERALL GRADE POINT AVERAGE

PMY 3310

15

2.5

PGY 2020

39.5

0.8

PGY 2030

40.0

0.4

PGY 3010

20.9

2.0

PGY 2040

37.5

0.8

BMS 2110

6.2

1.2

In addition to these admission criteria, the Medical school of the University of Zambia has since 1995
initiated some projects aiming at improving the number and quality of graduates by building capacity
and numbers of lecturers, learning environment and improving access to educational resources. In
1995, there was the United Kingdom Department for International Development (DFID) Project
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which ran for 5 years whose aim was to improve the quality of learning in the School of Medicine.
From 2010 to 2015 the school again embarked on a 5-year Medical Education Partnership Initiative
(MEPI) project which also focused at improving the quality of education provided by the School.
Despite all these mitigations, the students’ GPA had remained low and examination attrition rates of
the school were high. Little effort was being made in trying to understand this phenomenon and such
a situation constitute a problem. It was in view of such a situation that this researcher deemed it
important that the quality of teaching/learning and student performance needed to be investigated so
that there was a better understanding of the phenomenon and hence the present study. There is
therefore need to clarify and interpret the interaction of those characteristics of the structure and
culture of the undergraduate programmes that perpetuate high loss rates and low GPA which lies at
<2.0 (Banda, 2004)[23].

Figure1.1. Conceptual Framework of the Study
(Source: 2017 Field data)

4. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between course management, teaching
approaches and assessment processes, on one hand, and the GPA and examination attrition rates
among undergraduate medical school students of the University of Zambia on the other hand.

4.1. Specific Research Questions
In order to achieve the above purpose, the following specific research questions were posed and
guided data collection:(a) how were undergraduate courses managed at the Medical School of the University of Zambia?
(b) how wasthe teaching of undergraduate students done at the Medical School of the University of
Zambia?
(c) how was assessment of students done at the medical school of the University of Zambia?
(d) what measures should the Medical school of the University of Zambia put in place to improve
students’ academic performance?
4.2. Research Objectives
In order to answer the above research questions, the following objectives were framed, namely:(e) To establish how courses of undergraduate students were managed at the medical school of the
University of Zambia.
(f) To establish how the teaching of undergraduate students was done at the medical school of the
University of Zambia.
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(g) To determine how the assessment practices were conducted at the medical school of the
University of Zambia.
(h) To design a conceptual framework which could be used to improve students’ GPA and reduce
examination attrition rates in the Medical school of the University of Zambia as a result of data
from items (a) to (c).
5. METHODOLOGY
Mixed method study was employed though quantitative methods were mostly used. An exploratory
sequential research design was used for data collection. Two sets of instruments were used namely;
document analysis and an evaluation survey instrument on the Teaching and Learning of
undergraduate programmes were done first followed by schedules for students’ FGD and In – depth
interviews with key informants. Results of the two sets were compared (triangulation method).
Variables under investigation were:
(i) Predictor variables (independent variables): Institutional characteristics, course management,
teaching approaches and assessment processes.
(j) Outcome variables (dependent variables): Grade Point Average and examination attrition rates.
Pre-test pilot study was done among the Bachelor of Nursing Sciences students and tools were later
reviewed. Document analysis was first done. Survey questionnaires were administered by the
researcher while other respondents filled online. Schedules for FGD and in – depth interviews were
later done. Research assistants were trained in data entry. Data analysis used was descriptive analysis,
one way ANOVA, Chi – square, Measurement of association and comparative method.
6. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The following were the findings and discussion from the data collected.
a) Objective 1: Course management of undergraduates
Institutional characteristics: There was inadequate teaching and learning spaces and inadequate
information technology support. In addition, there was no balance between enrollments with
infrastructure and the availability of ICT facilities.
Course management: There was significant statistical difference in the workload in all courses among
the various programmes (p = 0.000, F = 4, 596, df = 8.53) which were heavy, with little time allocated
to them. Lecturers did not go through induction into the School of Medicine’ curriculum model and
course management guidelines.

b) Objective 2: Teaching approaches
Managing learning activities: Concepts were not explained in depth which led to students’ perceptions
that courses were difficult.
Teaching characteristics of staff: Despite having well qualified lecturers (54.7%) students were not
availed with handbooks (62.6%) and course curriculum (53%).

c) Objective 3: Assessment processes
In some cases (28.8%) assessment tasks were misaligned with learning objectives.There was no
timely feedback (47.8%) and, where it was done, it lacked guiding comments (48%).
7. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY
From the findings, the following conceptual framework was developed.
The Conceptual Framework above shows how the quality of teaching in the School of Medicine could
be improved. It starts with the entry points of both students and the lecturers. It is assumed that as
students are selected from the School of Natural Sciences and any other learning institution, the
students are chosen on merit with high GPA. In addition, students come in the medical school with
high expectations that they would complete within the stipulated time. The Framework shows then
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that all students as they enter into the Medical School should be oriented in the School missions,
objectives, core values and the educational curriculum model. These variables would help students
understand what is expected of them as they progress in the new learning institution. The missions
and objectives can help students set goals for their study and work hard to achieve them and make
them participate fully in the learning processes.
The institutional characteristics also play a role in contributing to students’ performance. In this study
framework, the institutional characteristics considered were to identify if the academic staff in the
SoM were qualified. When students knew that the academic staff were qualified the students’
confidence levels in learning are raised. In addition, the availability of educational resources aid
students’ performance if they have access to them and utilize them well. None availability of
educational resources hinders students’ access to more information to verify the content learnt in
class. The other characteristic is the way the school is governed as this provides a conducive
environment for learning. The study investigated how the School of Medicine provides an
environment for learning. These were analyzed using the WFME educational standards as how they
related to each other and findings were discussed in the discussion chapter.
The Conceptual Framework also proposed that the entry of the academic staff contributes to their
quality teaching in the learning institution. The framework considered two (2) types of academic staff
employed by the University of Zambia. The two in consideration were those who were employed with
qualification in the content area and the methodology as well as those who were employed with
qualification in content only. Both types are to undergo induction before starting teaching so that they
are acquainted with the curriculum and culture of the school. During this period the academic staff
observes some lessons and also learns the administrative structure of the institution. In the Ministry of
General Education, a newly posted teacher is given two weeks induction. In addition to induction, the
framework proposed that those without pedagogy training undergo some training in pedagogy from
the Department of Medical Education and Development. The framework also proposed that academic
staff should have access to all documents concerning grading system, curriculum models and
curriculum content; and the teaching schedules for the courses given to them. When this is done, the
Conceptual Framework shows that the academic staff would be ready to manage the courses given.
8. CONCLUSIONS
It is evident from the findings that students were not oriented in institutional missions and objectives.
Lecturers did not go through induction into the School of Medicine’ curriculum model and course
management guidelines. Furthermore, the School of Medicine did not have enough educational
resources and lecturers did not manage the teaching and learning activities well. Lastly, the findings
showed that lecturers did not exhibit good assessment practices. The Conceptual framework of the
current study also indicates the students’ GPA and examination attrition rate is caused by various
variables. In other words, the School of Medicine institutional characteristics, course management, the
teaching practices and the assessment processes in the school contribute to the GPA of the students
and the examination attrition rates.
It is therefore recommended that;


Enrolment of students should be dependent on availability of infrastructure and facility capacities.



Course contents (i. e. curricular) should be reviewed to be in accordance with the time allocated to
them.



Assessment tasks should be aligned with learning objectives.



Feedback should be given to students on time and should be detailed.



The Department of Medical Education and Development (DMED) should consider organizing
specific pedagogical training programmes for existing and newly employed academic staff.
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