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Abstract	

Previous studies using large-scale correlational data have suggested that study behaviours play a 
significant role in influencing academic outcomes. This study adopts an alternative approach using a 
qualitative analysis of students’ retrospective comments to establish links between students’ reported 
study behaviours and their grades. Using survey responses and grades from 175 students enrolled in 
their first-year courses at a New Zealand university, a content analysis revealed both similarities and 
differences between the higher (grades above 75), middle (grades between 60 and 74), and lower 
(grades lower than 60) groups of students. All students, irrespective of their grades, identified the 
difficulty of adapting study behaviours to resolve time and information management issues. 
Academically successful students appear to possess a higher degree of achievement motivation, thus 
indirectly suggesting that conscientiousness and resilience may have been an underlying factor in 
their academic outcomes. The impact of attendance as a variable influencing academic performance 
will also be discussed.  
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Introduction	

The increasing diversification of higher education (Teichler, 2008) has prompted researchers to better 
understand how various student populations are adapting to the norms and expectations of studying at 
the tertiary level. The first-year experience has become a notable focus in recent research (James, 
Krause, & Jennings, 2010; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2004), acknowledging the significant 
challenges that students face as they transition from their previous learning contexts (e.g., secondary to 
tertiary education, overseas to local, employment to academia). Tertiary education providers are 
paying increasing attention to students’ needs and experiences to directly address issues of student 
satisfaction or attrition. The first year of study thus represents an important vantage point to take stock 
of how students are managing their studies. The changing demographic profile of first-year students in 
tertiary-level education (Crissman-Ishler, 2005) has had an impact on how students from various age 
and cultural groups are approaching their academic studies and transitioning to tertiary-level study. 
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With the decrease in time devoted to study (Babcock & Marks, 2010; Mortenson, 2011), students are 
experiencing increasing pressure to manage their time efficiently with various academic and non-
academic pursuits (Greene & Maggs, 2014; Nonis & Hudson, 2006). For at-risk students who may be 
unfamiliar with the norms, expectations and procedures expected at the tertiary-level, the ability to 
cope with their perceived workloads (Kember, 2004; Kyndt, Berghmans, Dochy, & Bulckens, 2014) is 
crucial for their academic success.  

Previous research has identified the impact of various factors on academic performance including 
motivation and identity (Briggs, Clark, & Hall, 2012; Fazey & Fazey, 2001; Haggis, 2004; Lizzio & 
Wilson, 2004; Smith & Oyserman, 2015), employment (Ford, Bosworth, & Wilson, 1995; Greene & 
Maggs, 2014; Nonis & Hudson, 2006; Wenz & Yu, 2010; Zoysa & Rudkin, 2007), and a combination 
of factors (e.g., age, prior education) (Britton & Tesser, 1991; Grave, 2011; Macan, Shahani, Dipboye, 
& Phillips, 1990; McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001). Tertiary-level instructors and advisers may have 
little or no influence on altering students’ characteristics or circumstances (e.g., age, prior education, 
employment); they may, however, be able to suggest or facilitate the adoption of different study 
behaviours that could lead to improvements in academic outcomes. Study behaviours are reflective of 
an interrelated set of cognitive, metacognitive and affective components that have an impact on 
academic performance (Hattie, 2009). Gurung, Weidert, and Jeske (2010, p. 28) state that they are 
behaviours that serve “to acquire, organize, synthesize, evaluate, remember, and use information”. 
Crede and Kuncel (2008, p. 427), in their meta-analytic investigation, suggested a broader definition 
encompassing study habits, skills and attitudes.  

… study skills refers to the student’s knowledge of appropriate study strategies and 
methods and the ability to manage time and other resources to meet the demands of 
the academic tasks. Study habits typically denotes the degree to which the student 
engages in regular acts of studying that are characterized by appropriate studying 
routines (e.g., reviews of material) occurring in an environment that is conducive to 
studying. Finally, study attitudes is usually used to refer to a student’s positive attitude 
toward the specific act of studying and the student’s acceptance and approval of the 
broader goals of a college education.  

Credé and Kuncel’s (2008) meta-analytic investigation revealed that study skills (i.e., information 
processing, selecting main ideas), study habits (ability to concentrate, self-monitoring, reviewing, time 
management), study attitudes (academic interest, values learning, prioritises study) and study 
motivation (drive, sustained effort) all exhibited strong relationships with tertiary-level academic 
grades. The authors asserted that these study behaviours are strong predictors of tertiary-level 
performance. Nonis and Hudson (2010) surveyed 201 undergraduate business students to elicit 
students’ use of study time and perceptions of their study habits. They found statistically significant 
interactions between students’ reported length of study time and their use of particular study habits 
(i.e., having access to a good set of notes, ability to concentrate). This led to their conclusion that 
effective study behaviours may have a substantial impact on academic performance more than simply 
allocating time towards study. Gurung et al. (2010) administered a 35-item Study Behaviour Checklist 
to 121 undergraduate psychology students. The authors looked for correlations between students’ 
perceptions of their study behaviours and their scores on a 60-question multiple-choice exam. Class 
attendance, accessing practice exams and the ability to explain study material were positively 
correlated with higher exam scores. On the other hand, reviewing lecturer’s notes, reviewing their own 
study notes, highlighting important information and asking for additional help or information from 
classmates or tutors were negatively correlated with their exam performance. They acknowledge the 
difficulty in identifying optimal study behaviour by corroborating previous research that suggests, 
“there are no strategies that work all of the time, for all students, in all classes” (p. 32). The authors’ 
point suggests that students need to identify their own set of study behaviours that align with their 
individual learning goals and circumstances.  

Previous studies have tended to use a statistically valid number of closed-ended survey questions to 
find correlations between study behaviours and academic performance (i.e., GPA or exam scores). 
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This study adopts an alternative approach by using students’ open-ended reflective comments to gain a 
first-person perspective of their study behaviours. Ramsay, Barker and Jones’s (1999) study used 
semi-structured interviews with 20 first-year undergraduate students to identify critical incidents that 
impacted their learning. Students cited assistance from the support centre and interactions in study 
groups or with tutors as positive. Problems with lectures or lecturers were the most negatively cited 
category. Lizzio and Wilson (2004) surveyed 275 first year tertiary students from behavioural science, 
engineering and management programmes. Their results indicated that students perceived the 
importance or non-relevance of developing specific skills (e.g., writing, problem-solving) in relation 
to their future professional identities. Van der Meer, Jansen, and Torenbeek (2010) used survey and 
interview data with approximately 2000 first-year students across two research sites. Time 
management was identified as a significant challenge for many students. The above studies indicate 
that students are highly cognizant of their learning goals, abilities and problems. 

In summary, this study explores students’ perceptions about their learning by allowing them to use 
their own words to describe what is important, relevant or problematic in their life as a tertiary student. 
By cross-referencing students’ reflective comments with their grade performance, higher and lower 
achieving students may have different perceptions of their study experiences. This study fills a gap in 
the literature by using a qualitative approach to uncover relationships between study behaviours and 
academic outcomes, thereby providing a complement to previous studies that are based on 
correlational data. In the next section, I will discuss the context of the research study with an 
explanation of the study participants and instruments.  

Research	site	and	context	

Student participation rates in New Zealand’s tertiary education institutions are relatively small 
compared to other Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) membership 
countries. The Ministry of Education in New Zealand reported that 418,000 students were enrolled in 
formal tertiary study in 2013 including international students (48,000) and students between 25 and 39 
years of age (100,074 domestic and 15,119 international) (Wensvoort, 2014). Tertiary education 
providers in New Zealand cannot rely solely on domestic high school leavers and have continued to 
provide a range of study opportunities across universities, polytechnics, wānanga (Māori public 
tertiary institution) and private training establishments (Findsen, 2011).    

The motivation for this study was the need to find ways to support all students in their transition to 
studying and writing at the tertiary level. Staff reports from the learning support centre and academic 
writing courses at a tertiary institution in New Zealand suggested that enrolled students in two first-
year management courses were in particular need of assistance as they frequently requested help with 
their writing assignments that was beyond their tutors’ roles and capabilities. With the goal of 
providing maximum support for staff and students, and with the realisation that departments had 
minimal resources to work with, the challenge was to better understand the issues that confronted 
potentially at-risk students enrolled in their first year. Since the College of Business attracts large 
numbers of students from various backgrounds, this study aimed to investigate how they were coping 
with their writing assignments and what kinds of issues they were facing.   

The research participants for this study were 175 undergraduate students enrolled in three, first-year 
courses at a New Zealand university. The two largest cohorts of students were from China (39%) and 
New Zealand (27%), which then decreased in number for the other English-speaking (i.e., England, 
South Africa, Australia), Asian, European, Middle Eastern and Polynesian countries. The mean age of 
the students was 22.4 and the gender balance was 57 percent females and 43 percent males. Two 
introductory management courses had 1500-word case study assignments as part of their assessment. 
These assignments required students to synthesise ideas from the lectures, textbook and readings to 
address the case study problem. A third course was investigated which included students from non-
English language backgrounds and focused on developing their academic writing skills. In the first of 
the 12 weeks of classes, I invited students to participate in the research study and asked students to fill 
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in background questionnaires and consent forms. Class observations of the weekly lectures and 
tutorials were also conducted to gain an understanding of their learning environment. In the last week 
of classes, I administered a second questionnaire to gather reflective comments on their experiences 
during the semester. After all grades were finalised by the College, I obtained access to the students’ 
assignment grades. 

Data	coding	and	analyses	

A thematic content analysis (Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012) was conducted to identify themes 
within the 673 survey comments. Responses from six survey questions were grouped into three 
themes: (a) suggestions for change, (b) study challenges, and (c) positive experiences (see Table 1 
below). 

Table 1. Three Themes from the Survey Questions 

 
After students’ comments and demographic information were imported into NVivo, a grounded theory 
approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) was used. As patterns emerged in the data, nodes were assigned, 
reorganised and synthesised. ‘General comments’ (e.g., none, no idea) and unelaborated comments 
about their study environment (e.g., parking, library) were excluded in the final analysis. The next 
section provides further details regarding the nature of the codes used in this study. 

Coding	categories	

As summarised in Table 1 above, three themes were identified based on the study’s six survey 
questions. The first theme relates to students’ suggestions for a change in the way they were instructed 
or assessed during the semester. ‘Information management’ was the most complex of the coded 
categories and represents what researchers have termed ‘personal information management’ (Jones, 
2006; Mizrachi & Bates, 2013) to describe the ways that people collect and organise information. As 
students reflected on their learning experiences, they made references to: (a) Is it relevant to my 
learning? (b) Is there too much or not enough information? (c) Do I understand the information? And 
(d) Can I access this information? These sub-categories revealed their desire for the lecturer to address 
concerns related to the relevancy, quantity, clarity and accessibility of information given. A ‘teaching’ 
code was assigned to comments that represented students’ requests for the lecturer to change his/her 
general teaching style (e.g., make it more interesting) or particular teaching materials (e.g., change the 
textbook). ‘Assessments’ was a third category that indicated students’ appeal to change the quantity of 
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assessments (e.g., more assessments to understand the content better) or how they were graded (e.g., 
increase the essay value). The fourth and final category was ‘interaction’, which signified students’ 
wishes to have more engagement with their peers (e.g., more group discussion). All of the above 
categories could have been subsumed under one umbrella category of teaching, but the aim of the 
analysis was to tease apart aspects of instruction.  

Perceived study challenges was the second overarching theme of students’ survey responses. These 
comments included elements of their study environment or personal attributes that were identified as 
demanding or difficult to overcome. The first coding category, ‘time management’, contains many of 
the themes cited in research by van der Meer et al. (2010). This study identified a number of sub-
categories including: (a) general time issues (e.g., managing time), (b) class attendance (e.g., need to 
attend class), (c) preparation or work ethic (e.g., start studying early), (d) workload (e.g., 
underestimated the amount of work), and (e) other time commitments (e.g., timetable clashes, jobs, 
family). ‘Time management’ thus represents students’ need to organise their academic studies in 
relation to self-perceived internal and external pressures placed by themselves, their other courses or 
off-campus responsibilities. A second category, ‘skills and abilities’, included students’ self-perceived 
lack of skill (e.g., reading, language), abilities (e.g., concentration), or general study skills (e.g., how 
to study). The third category, ‘teaching and assessments’, was initially separated in earlier coding 
attempts but was collapsed into one category due to its general reference to difficulties with the 
teaching or assessments (e.g., the essay, tutor’s grading standards). ‘Interaction’ was the fourth 
category and reflected students’ perceived challenge with either working alone (e.g., independent 
study) or working with others (e.g., forming study groups). This category slightly differs from the 
‘interaction’ category in the previous theme since it captures not only the difficulties associated with 
peer interaction but also with experiences of non-interaction, isolation or learning on one’s own. The 
final coding category, ‘motivation’, included students’ difficulties with making an effort and coping 
with difficulties (e.g., laziness, lack of commitment, stress).  

The third overarching theme from the survey questions was related to students’ positive experiences of 
studying or learning as a tertiary student. ‘Knowledge and skills’ expressed students’ satisfaction with 
acquiring specific content knowledge (e.g., learning legal aspects) or particular study skills (e.g., 
reading, problem-solving, communication). The second category, gaining a sense of ‘academic 
achievement’, expressed students’ positive feelings towards their marks or completing an assignment 
(e.g., receiving an A, passing assessments, submitting assignments on time). The third category, 
‘interaction’, slightly differs from the content from the same coding category in the other two 
overarching themes due to references to the kinds of support networks that students formed in class or 
in organised study groups. Thus, the comments highlighted students’ positive experiences of peer 
interaction instead of recommendations to increase interaction or its identification as a study 
challenge. ‘Motivation’ was a fourth category that included reflections about students’ self-perceived 
improvements in their motivation to study or clarification of their career paths (e.g., learning to make 
an effort, better future direction). The final coding category, ‘study break’, contained comments about 
students’ positive memories of less intense study periods or breaks from study (e.g., start of term, 
study break). Figure 1 below provides a visual description of the three overarching themes and NVivo-
derived coding categories.     

Questions about their class attendance were also included to tap into their self-reported perceptions of 
their time management (i.e., study habits), prioritisation of their studies (i.e., study attitudes) and 
sustained effort (i.e., study motivation). This section of the survey asked students to self-report the 
percentage of lectures and tutorials attended and list reasons why classes were missed. Students’ 
answers to both sets of questions about students’ perceptions of their learning experiences and class 
attendance were separated into three groups according to their grades on their written assignments. At 
the time of the investigation, the university followed College-wide grading distribution guidelines in 
which a mark of 75 and above represented an A grade, 60–74 indicated a B grade, and between 50 and 
59 a C grade. These three categories of grades were used to separate the comments from high (n = 39), 
middle (n = 74), and low (n = 62) achieving students. In the following section, the results of the 
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thematic coding analysis of their study experiences will be presented first, followed by an analysis of 
their self-reported responses to questions concerning their class attendance. 

 
Figure 1. Coding themes and categories 

Results	and	Discussion	

Within each of the three major categories of questions, students’ comments revealed how much or 
how little attention was paid to particular aspects of their learning. Table 2 below provides an overall 
summary of the percentage of comments for each coding category.    
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Table 2. Major Coding Themes 

 
 
In terms of ‘suggestions for change’, close to half of students’ comments suggested that their lecturers 
provide more support for their ‘information management’ (48.1%).   

A large percentage of the students in this study felt that their study skills (i.e., information processing, 
selecting main ideas) and study habits (ability to concentrate, self-monitoring, reviewing) could have 
been better utilised with changes to the lecturers’ approach to delivering information. Examples of 
students’ comments are shown in Table 3 below.  

Table 3. Sub-Themes of ‘Information Management’ 
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Within the theme of ‘study challenges’, ‘time management’ (49.4%) represented a significant concern 
for the students enrolled in these first-year courses (see Table 2 above). This echoes the findings from 
previous research (Masui, Broeckmans, Doumen, Groenen, & Molenberghs, 2014; Trueman & 
Hartley, 1996; van der Meer et al., 2010) that assert the impact of time as a factor on academic 
outcomes. Time management can be defined as “behaviours that aim at achieving an effective use of 
time while performing certain goal-directed activities” (Claessens, van Eerde, Rutte, & Roe, 2007, p. 
262). As students react to competing and complementary demands of their time, time becomes a 
commodity that must be continually monitored and allocated towards impending deadlines. Although 
time management is a study habit, students may feel that some aspects of this study behaviour may be 
beyond their control. Table 4 below shows examples from students’ survey comments that identify 
issues related to time management.  

Table 4. Sub-Themes of ‘Time Management’ 

 

 
With regard to ‘positive experiences’, students cited the acquisition of ‘knowledge and skills’ as their 
most positive experience (37.7%) (see Table 2 above). This suggests that students were well aware of 
how useful the content knowledge and study skills were for their immediate and future lives. One 
caveat in interpreting this finding is that this result is directly attributable to a question prompt in one 
of the survey questions. An alternative interpretation might conclude that gaining a sense of ‘academic 
achievement’ was just as important for students (29%) since there was no significant difference in 
percentages between the two categories. Thus, students’ feelings of satisfaction for having completed 
assignments or for achieving grades that validated their study efforts were vitally important for the 
learners in this study.  



	 Undergraduate	study	behaviours	and	academic	performance	 57	

Table 5. Sub-Themes of ‘Knowledge and Skills’ 

 
 

The challenge of improving students’ attitude and motivation towards their studies appear to be 
influenced by how positive students feel about what they are learning (i.e., acquisition of knowledge 
and skills) and how successful they are in their assessments (i.e., sense of academic achievement). 
Success at study increases learners’ self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) or their predictive belief that they 
will do well in the future, and mediates learners’ future goal-setting (Bong, 2013). Examples from 
students’ comments for these two categories are listed in Tables 5 above and Table 6 below. 
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Table 6. Sub-Themes of ‘Academic Achievement’ 

 

Differences	in	perceptions	between	higher	and	lower	achieving	students	

When students’ comments were cross-referenced with their grades (see Table 7 below), a few notable 
differences existed between the students who received higher and lower grades on their written 
assignments. With regard to students’ suggestions for change, the higher achieving students (grade 
>75) tended to recommend changes to assessment whereas the lower achieving (grade <60) students 
commented more on altering teaching practices. An inverse relationship thus existed between higher 
and lower achieving students’ comments towards teaching and assessment. This could indicate that 
students who received higher grades were generally more focused on the end goal of fulfilling their 
grade expectations.    

In terms of study challenges, the lower achieving students (grade <60) mentioned considerably more 
problems with teaching and assessments (15.9%) than the other higher achieving students (2.9% and 
5.3% for grades 60–74 and <75 respectively). Since the ‘Teaching and Assessments’ category reflects 
general or non-specific challenges (e.g., the essay, the assignment), the lower achieving students 
appeared to have been unable to pinpoint or articulate specific details of the challenges they had faced.  
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Table 7. Grade-Related Differences in Perceptions 

 
 

Students’ reflections on their most positive experiences revealed a salient difference between higher 
and lower achieving students. The higher achieving students referred to a sense of academic 
achievement as their most positive experience (38.8%). This may indicate an underlying drive to 
succeed or achievement motivation. The lower achieving students, in contrast, mentioned breaks from 
study (19.4%) more often than their higher achieving classmates (10.4% and 10.2% for grades 60–74 
and <75 respectively). It may be the case that a proportion of students are simply doing their best to 
cope with the demands of tertiary study whereas other students are focused on meeting or exceeding 
their academic expectations. A growing number of research studies and meta-analyses have identified 
conscientiousness as a significant predictor of academic achievement (Richardson & Abraham, 2009; 
Roberts, Lejuez, Krueger, Richards, & Hill, 2014). Conscientiousness refers to a number of 
interrelated attributes including effort, self-discipline, organisation, achievement motivation and 
persistence with difficulties or failures. Other studies have also referred to the importance of 
resilience, grit or mental toughness in academic success (Cassidy, 2015; Duckworth, 2007; McGeown, 
St.Clair-Thompson, & Clough, 2016). This non-cognitive trait may provide more explanatory power 
for interpreting students’ academic performance than solely looking at a selected range of study 
behaviours.  

Class	attendance	

The research on classroom attendance provides strong support for its role in increasing higher student 
grade performance (Caviglia-Harris, 2006; Credé, Roch, & Kieszczynka, 2010, Grave, 2011). This 
does not suggest that a mandatory attendance policy should be put into effect (Bai & Chang, 2015), 
since students may be using their time to fulfil other academic and non-academic commitments. In this 
study, very few differences can be identified between the higher, middle, and lower achieving students 
with respect to their lecture attendance. Looking at Figure 2 below, the majority of students attended 



60	 David	Ishii		

over three-quarters of their lectures (see ‘over 75%’ columns). In general, little variation was exhibited 
across the three student grade groups.       

 
Figure 2. Lecture attendance 

Along with the weekly lectures, students could attend tutorial sessions that were recommended but not 
mandatory. Classroom observations indicated that lectures were primarily focused on discussing 
content knowledge whereas tutorials afforded opportunities to draw connections between the lecture 
content and their upcoming assignments. The smaller class sizes in these tutorials enabled students to 
talk amongst themselves about the assignment and also ask the tutor direct questions that would 
address what the markers were looking for. Students reported lower attendance rates in their weekly 
tutorials compared to their lectures. In Figure 3 below, between 32 percent and 41 percent of students 
attended their tutorials, which is noticeably lower than the 52 to 73 percent attendance rates for their 
lectures. It is noteworthy that 30 percent of students who received a grade of less than 60 percent 
hardly ever turned up for their tutorials (see 0–25% column). With approximately a third of these 
students absent, they may have missed valuable information and strategies that would have improved 
their performance on their assessments.  

 
Figure 3. Tutorial attendance 
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In addition to enquiring about students’ rates of attendance, this study aimed to understand another 
aspect of their study behaviours, namely the reasons behind their non-attendance. Students have 
varying perceptions of the value of attending lectures and may therefore use other pathways to achieve 
their learning goals. Students reported other obligations and circumstances in lieu of attending classes 
(see Figure 4 below). The highest cited category, the need to work on other assignments, reflects a 
deadline-driven urgency to complete multiple assignments that were often due at the same time. A 
quarter of the students from each of the three grading groups all indicated this as their primary reason 
for missing classes. Various other reasons (e.g., timetable clashes, downloading files, full- or part-time 
employment, etc.), showed similar but lower proportions.   

 
Figure 4. Reasons for non-attendance. 

A minor but perhaps significant point of difference between higher and lower achieving students may 
be related to their need to study with others or work independently. In Figure 4 above, seemingly 
trivial figures are reported from the middle (i.e., 60–74—2.9%) and lower achieving (i.e., <60—2.2%) 
students in terms of their decision to study with their peers as an alternative to attending class. 
Although none of the higher achieving students reported this as a reason for their absenteeism, a few 
stated comments (e.g., “I learnt it myself, too easy, my time was better spent reading the textbook, 
preferred to read the chapters myself”) suggesting they required little assistance. Without further 
investigation, it is impossible to make any claims about students’ preferences for studying with others 
or independently; however, this may suggest that particular students, especially those who are apt to 
underperform or drop out, may benefit from social and academic support networks (Kantanis, 2000; 
Ramsay, Jones, & Barker, 2007). Providing support can take various forms including teaching and 
curricular reforms (Beasley & Pearson, 1999; Krause, 2001; Murray & Nallaya, 2014), peer mentoring 
(Glaser, Hall, & Halperin, 2006), or pre-entry workshops (Peat, Dalziel, & Grant, 2000). These 
initiatives could identify at-risk students in need of early intervention support, who otherwise might be 
overlooked in post-entry language or other diagnostic measures. Fostering student engagement 
(Krause & Coates, 2008; Trowler, 2010), whether it be lecturer-student or student-student, may lead to 
improvements in students’ time and information management. As students review lecture material, 
discuss expectations and deadlines for upcoming assignments, and compare how far ahead or behind 
they are, they are developing a growing awareness of what information and how much time is needed 
to achieve their study goals. Although independent study is a vital skill and goal for learning, team and 
project work skills are also essential, especially when imagining students’ future workplaces beyond 
graduation (Lizzio & Wilson, 2004).  
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Conclusion	

This study has reported the findings of an investigation into tertiary students’ perceptions of their 
study experiences and how their reflections can provide an insight into their academic outcomes. How 
students manage the information they receive in classes (‘information management’) and how they 
manage their study time (‘time management’) represented significant challenges for these tertiary 
students enrolled in their first-year courses. In terms of positive experiences, students mentioned the 
acquisition of course-specific knowledge and feeling a sense of academic achievement as highlights of 
their learning. Students’ perceptions indirectly suggested that resilience may partially explain 
differences in academic performance.  

Students’ perceptions represent vital sources of information and insight into the diversified nature of 
students’ learning experiences and outcomes (Lizzio, Wilson, & Simons, 2002). Surveys provide a 
tool for researchers to tap into these experiences. Although this study attempts to establish a link 
between students’ retrospective comments and their academic outcomes, it would have benefitted 
from gathering more frequent and formative accounts to gain a better understanding of the evolving 
nature of their study experiences. Using ethnographic approaches (Mizrachi & Bates, 2013) or focus 
group interviews (Fullana, Pallisera, Colomer, Fernádez Peña, & Pérez-Burriel, 2014) would provide a 
complementary perspective on how study behaviours are put into practice and how other factors may 
impact academic performance.  

The findings of this study is informative at a grass roots level, enabling instructors to alter existing 
teaching practices that aim to improve students’ time and information management. For example, the 
current online learning management system (Moodle) shows a scrolling list of downloadable readings, 
guidelines and videos. Applying a system of colour or letter coding to these online postings may 
scaffold their ‘information management’ by indicating how these resources serve targeted purposes 
(e.g., to deepen understanding of course concepts, assist in completing the assignments, etc.). This will 
help students identify which postings are relevant to their individual needs (e.g., pre-reading concepts, 
defining terminology for their assignment, applying concepts to practice, etc.) at particular times 
during the semester. Another application of this study’s findings relates to the issue of the time 
required to read lengthy academic texts. As time management represents a significant challenge for the 
students in this study, tutorials could focus on teasing apart the longer or more complex texts by 
focusing on not only which concepts or pages are most relevant but also what is not relevant. This 
could be manifested in the form of reading worksheets or teacher-guided question prompts followed 
up with classroom discussion. By identifying less important sections the valuable commodity of time 
could be spent elsewhere. In summary, this investigation has elicited students’ perspectives on their 
context-specific study needs. Circumstances beyond the students’ control may make it difficult for 
them to see the association between their study behaviours and academic outcomes; however, with 
peer and institutional support, students may begin to see positive improvements in their attitudes and 
grades in their first year of tertiary study.   

References	

Babcock, P., & Marks, M. (2010). The falling time cost of college: Evidence from half a century of 
time use data. Working Paper 15954. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic 
Research.  

Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. New York, NY: Freeman.  
Bai, Y., & Chang, T-S. (2015). Effects of class size and attendance policy on university classroom 

interaction in Taiwan. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 53(3), 316–328. 
doi:10.1080/14703297.2014.997776 

Beasley, C., & Pearson, C. (1999). Facilitating the learning of transitional students: Strategies for 
success for all students. Higher Education Research & Development, 18(3), 303–321. 
doi:10.1080/0729436990180303 



	 Undergraduate	study	behaviours	and	academic	performance	 63	

Bong, M. (2013). Self-efficacy. In J. Hattie & E. Anderman (Eds.), International guide to student 
achievement (pp. 64–66). London, England: Routledge. 

Briggs, A., Clark, J., & Hall, I. (2012). Building bridges: Understanding student transition to 
university. Quality in Higher Education, 18(1), 3–21. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13538322.2011.614468 

Britton, B., & Tesser, A. (1991). Effects of time-management practices on college grades. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 83(3), 405–410. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.83.3.405 

Cassidy, S. (2015). Resilience building in students: The role of academic self-efficacy. Frontiers in 
Psychology, 6(1781), 1–14.   

Caviglia-Harris, J. (2006). Attendance and achievement in Economics: Investigating the impact of 
attendance policies and absentee rates on student performance. Journal of Economics and 
Finance Education, 4(2), 1–15. 

Claessens, B., van Eerde, W., Rutte, C., & Roe, R. (2007). A review of the time management 
literature. Personnel Review, 36(2), 255–276. https://doi.org/10.1108/00483480710726136 

Credé, M., & Kuncel, N. (2008). Study habits, skills, and attitudes: The third pillar supporting 
collegiate academic performance. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 3(6), 425–453. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6924.2008.00089.x 

Credé, M., Roch, S., & Kieszczynka, U. (2010). Class attendance in college: A meta-analytic review 
of the relationship of class attendance with grades and student characteristics. Review of 
Educational Research, 80(2), 272–295. https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654310362998 

Crissman-Ishler, J. (2005). Today’s first-year students. In M. L. Upcraft, J. Gardner, & B. Barefoot 
(Eds.), Challenging and supporting the first-year student: A handbook for improving the first 
year of college (pp. 15–26). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  

Duckworth, A. (2007). Grit: Perseverance and passion for long-term goals. Journal of Personality & 
Social Psychology, 92(6), 1087. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.92.6.1087 

Fazey, D., & Fazey, J. (2001). The potential for autonomy in learning: Perceptions of competence, 
motivation and locus of control in first year undergraduate students. Studies in Higher 
Education, 26(3), 345–361. doi:10.1080/03075070120076309 

Findsen, B. (2011). Making sense of our contexts. In N. Zepke, D. Nugent, & L. Leach (Eds.), 
Reflection to transformation: A self-help book for teachers (2nd ed., pp. 221–237). 
Wellington, New Zealand: Dunmore.   

Ford, J., Bosworth, D., & Wilson, R. (1995). Part-time work and full-time higher education. Studies in 
Higher Education, 20(2), 187–202. doi:10.1080/03075079512331381693 

Fullana, J., Pallisera, M., Colomer, J., Fernández Peña, R., & Pérez-Burriel, M. (2014). Reflective 
learning in higher education: A qualitative study on students’ perceptions. Studies in Higher 
Education, 41(6), 1008–1022. doi:10.1080/03075079.2014.950563 

Glaser, N., Hall, R., & Halperin, S. (2006). Students supporting students: The effects of peer 
mentoring on the experience of first year university students. Journal of the Australia and 
New Zealand Student Services Association, 27, 4–17. 

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for quantitative 
research. Chicago, IL: Aldine de Gruyter. 

Grave, B. (2011). The effect of student time allocation on academic achievement. Education 
Economics, 19(3), 291–310. https://doi.org/10.1080/09645292.2011.585794 

Greene, K., & Maggs, J. (2014). Revisiting the time trade-off hypothesis: Work, organized activities, 
and academics during college. Journal of Youth Adolescence, 44(8), 1623–1637. 
doi:10.1007/s10964-014-0215-7 

Guest, G., MacQueen, K., & Namey, E. (2012). Applied thematic analysis. Los Angeles, CA: Sage. 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483384436 

Gurung, R., Weidert, J., & Jeske, A. (2010). Focusing on how students study. Journal of the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, 10(1), 28–35.  

Haggis, T. (2004). Meaning, identity and ‘motivation’: Expanding what matters in understanding 
learning in higher education? Studies in Higher Education, 29(3), 335–352. 
doi:10.1080/03075070410001682538 



64	 David	Ishii		

Hattie, J. (2009). Visible learning: A synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to achievement. 
London, England: Routledge.  

James, R., Krause, K., & Jennings, C. (2010). The first year experience in Australian universities: 
Findings from 1994 to 2009. Melbourne, Australia: Centre for the Study of Higher 
Education. 

Jones, W. (2006). Personal information management. The Annual Review of Information Science and 
Technology, 41(1), 453–504. https://doi.org/10.1002/aris.2007.1440410117 

Kantanis, T. (2000). The role of social transition in students’ adjustment to the first-year of university. 
Australasian Association for Institutional Research, 9(1), 100–110. 

Kember, D. (2004). Interpreting student workload and the factors which shape students' perceptions of 
their workload. Studies in Higher Education, 29(2), 165–184.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/0307507042000190778 

Krause, K-L. (2001). The university essay writing experience: A pathway for academic integration 
during transition. Higher Education Research & Development, 20(2), 147–168. 
doi:10.1080/07294360123586 

Krause, K.-L., & Coates, H. (2008). Students’ engagement in first-year university. Assessment & 
Evaluation in Higher Education, 33(5), 493–505. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602930701698892 

Kyndt, E., Berghmans, I., Dochy, F., & Bulckens, L. (2014). ‘Time is not enough.’ Workload in 
higher education: A student perspective. Higher Education Research & Development, 33(4), 
684–698. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2013.863839 

Lizzio, A., & Wilson, K. (2004). First-year students’ perceptions of capability. Studies in Higher 
Education, 29(1), 109–128. https://doi.org/10.1080/1234567032000164903 

Lizzio, A., Wilson, K., & Simons, R. (2002). University students’ perceptions of the learning 
environment and academic outcomes: Implications for theory and practice. Studies in Higher 
Education, 27(1), 27–52. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070120099359 

Macan, T., Shahani, C., Dipboye, R., & Phillips, A. (1990). College students’ time management: 
Correlations with academic performance and stress. Journal of Educational Psychology, 
82(4), 760–768. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.82.4.760  

Masui, C., Broeckmans, J., Doumen, S., Groenen, A., & Molenberghs, G. (2014). Do diligent students 
perform better? Complex relations between student and course characteristics, study time, 
and academic performance in higher education. Studies in Higher Education, 39(4), 621–
643. doi:10.1080/03075079.2012.721350 

McGeown, S., St.Clair-Thompson, H., & Clough, P. (2016). The study of non-cognitive attributes in 
education: Proposing the mental toughness framework. Educational Review, 68(1), 96–113. 
doi:10.1080/00131911.2015.1008408 

McKenzie, K., & Schweitzer, R. (2001). Who succeeds at university? Factors predicting academic 
performance in first year Australian university students. Higher Education Research & 
Development, 20(1), 21–33. doi:10.1080/079243601200443621 

Mizrachi, D., & Bates, M. (2013). Undergraduates’ personal academic information management and 
the consideration of time and task-urgency. Journal of the American Society for Information 
Science and Technology, 64(8), 1590–1607. https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.22849 

Mortenson, T. (2011). Time use of full-time college students ages 18–24 years 2003 to 2009. 
Postsecondary Education Opportunity, 223, 1–16.  

Murray, N., & Nallaya, S. (2014). Embedding academic literacies in university programme curricula: 
A case study. Studies in Higher Education, 41(7), 1296-1312. 
doi:10.1080/03075079.2014.981150 

Nonis, S., & Hudson, G. (2006). Academic performance of college students: Influence of time spent 
studying and working. Journal of Education for Business, 81(1), 151–159. 
https://doi.org/10.3200/JOEB.81.3.151-159 

Nonis, S., & Hudson, G. (2010). Performance of college students: Impact of study time and study 
habits. Journal of Education for Business, 85(4), 229–238. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08832320903449550 



	 Undergraduate	study	behaviours	and	academic	performance	 65	

Peat, M., Dalziel, J., & Grant, A. (2000). Enhancing the transition to university by facilitating social 
and study networks: Results of a one day workshop. Innovations in Education & Training 
International, 37(4), 293–303. doi:10.1080/135580000750052900 

Ramsay, S., Barker, M., & Jones, E. (1999). Academic adjustment and learning processes: A 
comparison of international and local students in first-year university. Higher Education 
Research & Development, 18(1), 129–144. https://doi.org/10.1080/0729436990180110 

Ramsay, S., Jones, E., & Barker, M. (2007). Relationship between adjustment and support types: 
Young and mature-aged local and international first year university. Higher Education, 
54(2), 247–265. doi:10.1007/s10734-006-9001-0 

Richardson, M., & Abraham, C. (2009). Conscientiousness and achievement motivation predict 
performance. European Journal of Personality, 23(7), 589–605. doi:10.1002/per.732 

Roberts, B., Lejuez, C., Krueger, R., Richards, J., & Hill, P. (2014). What is conscientiousness and 
how can it be assessed? Developmental Psychology, 50(5), 1315–1330. 
doi:10.1037/a0031109 

Smith, G., & Oyserman, D. (2015). Just not worth my time? Experienced difficulty and time 
investment. Social Cognition, 33(2), 85–103. https://doi.org/10.1521/soco.2015.33.2.1 

Teichler, U. (2008). Diversification? Trends and explanations of the shape and size of higher 
education. Higher Education, 56(3), 349–379. doi:10.1007/s10734-008-9122-8 

Trueman, M., & Hartley, J. (1996). A comparison between the time-management skills and academic 
performance of mature and traditional-entry university students. Higher Education, 32(2), 
199–215. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00138396 

Trowler, V. (2010). Student engagement literature review. Department of Educational Research. 
Lancaster, England: Lancaster University.  

Upcraft, M. L., Gardner, N. J., & Barefoot, B. O. (2004). Challenging and supporting the first year 
student: A handbook for improving the first year of college. San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass. 

Van der Meer, J., Jansen, E., & Torenbeek, M. (2010). ‘It’s almost a mindset that teachers need to 
change’: First-year students need to be inducted into time management. Studies in Higher 
Education, 35(7), 777–791. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070903383211 

Wensvoort, M. (2014). Tertiary education enrolments 2013. Wellington, New Zealand: Ministry of 
Education. 

Wenz, M., & Yu, W-C. (2010). Term-time employment and the academic performance of 
undergraduates. Journal of Education Finance, 35(4), 358–373. doi:10.1353/jef.0.0023. 

Zoysa, A., & Rudkin, K. (2007). The effects of employment on academic performance of Australian 
accounting students. In 7th Global Conference on Business & Economics (pp. 1–29). 
Lynchburg, VA: Association of Business and Economics Research.  

 
 
 




