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ABSTRACT

Progressing from secondary school to the university can be a difficult
transitioning period for most secondary school leavers. The higher institution presents
new sets of experiences for first year students. Adapting to the new environment could
be so challenging a task for most freshmen as to affect their performance, leading to
eventual drop out. This research presents the results of a preliminary study on the
persistence of first year students in a Nigerian University. The study adopted Astin’s
Model of persistence to provide insight into factors influencing first year students’
persistence. Survey research design was used in the study with the aid of
questionnaires distributed to sixty five first year students of building technology in a
Nigerian university. Data obtained were analyzed by means of frequencies, cross tabs
and categorical regression. The significant factors influencing first year students’
persistence included clinic, cafeteria, library and hostel. Gender and classroom had
no significant effect on the persistence of freshmen surveyed. Majority of the students
describe their classmates, roommates and teachers as very supportive. In addition,
75% of the students surveyed, prefer to remain in the course till the point of
graduation. Universities can experience greater retention of freshmen by improving
on the quality of facilities identified in this study particularly, clinic, cafeteria, library
and hostel.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The first year can be a very difficult period for many freshmen. Although, first year students
have gone through the crucible of formal learning and have been found worthy both in
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learning and character, the higher institution is a different ball game. The higher institution
presents new set of experiences for freshmen in terms of people, system, learning styles and
learning environment. Getting used to the new environment might be a very challenging task
for most first year students. Acclimatizing with the higher institution may be so daunting a
task for most first year students as to affect their performance, leading to eventual drop out.
Moreover, some college programs like building technology (construction) have low entrant
and persistence rates (Tunji-Olayeni et al., 2018). Students drop out of school for many
reasons including personal issues, work demands, dissatisfaction with the learning
environment (Kuh et al., 2005) and inability to pay their fees. Some of these factors are
difficult to control. For example, personal issues from home and the need to work in order to
pay their school fees. Other factors can be controlled to provide encouragement and
inspiration for the students during their stay in the university. Frequent drop out of students
lead to wastage of university’s resources, it reduces universities’ ability to meet educational
goals and also shows the institutions inability to meet the diverse needs of students (Mangold,
et al., 2002). This research assessed factors affecting persistence of freshmen with a view of
improving first year students’ persistence rate and reducing the attrition level of freshmen.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Astin’s Model of Students’ Persistence

Alexander Astin was one of the foremost proponents of students’ persistence models. He
advanced the Astin’s input-environment-outcome model. Astin (1993) believed that students’
persistence in a course depends on two major factors: what they were before they gained
admission into the college and the college environment. Astin (1993) identified several
variables that described students’ characteristics before gaining admission into college. These
characteristics are called inputs and they include: age, gender, religion, ethnicity, high school
grade and admission test score. Astin (1993) also identified other variables of the college
environment to include: college characteristics, students peer group characteristics, faculty
characteristics and major fields. Astin (1993) believed that it is the combination of input and
environmental variables that lead to final outcome of academic recognition, career
development, academic achievement and persistence.

2.2. Factors affecting freshmen persistence

Academic Performance — Of all the pentameters used for predicting students’ persistence,
academic performance (in terms of GPA score) is the most useful (Astin, 1997; Robbins et al.,
2004 and Jensen, 2011). Students’ level of preparedness and quality of instruction affects a
student’s performance in college (Demetriou and Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011). According to
(Swail, 2004) many freshmen are not prepared for university demands of reading, writing and
math. Allen et al. (2008) found that academic self-discipline has indirect effects on students’
persistence and that academic performance is strongly influenced by academic discipline.

Precollege characteristics — Precollege students possess certain features that propel them
towards academic success in college. These features include: gender, prior academic
achievement, ethnicity, family support and socio economic status.

Gender — the literature reveal some differences in male and female persistence level of
college students. Female students have been found to possess higher levels of persistence than
their male colleagues (Christensen, 1990). It has also been discovered that female students are
more likely to complete their course of study in college than their male counterparts (York,
Bollar and Schoob, 1993; Lewallen, 1993 and Astin, 1993). Although some studies (St. John
et al.,2001) suggest that gender is not sufficient in predicting students’ persistence, it still
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remains an important factor in students’ persistence because of its ability to influence other
factors.

Socio economic status — Socioeconomic status have also been found to influence first year
student retention. Students from wealthy backgrounds are more likely to finish their degree
program than those from a less wealthy background Astin (1993). Students from wealthy
homes have a higher retention rate than others (Cabrera, Stampen and Hansen, 1990).
Moreover, socioeconomic status affects female students’ persistence more than their male
collegues (Pascarella, Smart, and Ethington, 1993).

Social support — Social support refers to support students receive from classmates, peers,
lecturers and other administrative staff in the college. Social support has a positive influence
on first year students’ persistence. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) revealed that many
freshmen persist in college because of the support they receive from the peers and teachers
outside classroom contact hours. The quality of support students receive from their teachers in
terms of mentorship, advising, counseling, prompt response to inquiries had more influence
on their persistence. Student’s peer group is an important source of influence for students’
performance and persistence (Astin, 1993). Peer relation is vital for support, identity,
socialization and persistence (Astin, 1993). Moreover, quality of students peer relationship
have positive influence on students’ persistence (Pascarella and Terenzini,1991)

3. RESEARCH METHOD

A quantitative research approach involving a questionnaire survey was the primary data
collection strategy used. The advantages of this approach include its cost effectiveness, wider
coverage, and anonymity (Bird, 2009). The target population was freshmen in the department
of building technology from a Nigerian university. Of the 65 questionnaires distributed, 55
valid questionnaires were returned, representing around 85% response rate. The data was
analyzed with the help of Statistical Package of the Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 23.
Frequencies, cross tabs and categorical regression were used in analyzing the data.

4. STUDY FINDINGS
4.1. Factors Affecting Persistence of Freshmen

Table 1 Factors affecting persistence of freshmen

Beta Sig

E Square 0.594

F 3.417

Gender 0.165 0227
Class of result 0.247 0.091
Classroom 0.138 0.227
Lecture theatre -0.224 0.083
Laboratory -0.114 0.330
Clinic 0.285 0.022
Cafeteria -0.849 0.000
Library 0.484 0.006
Hostel 0.610 0.000

Table 1 shows the categorical regression (CAT REG) factors affecting persistence of first
year students. The CATREG shows that the factors have a 59% impact on first year students’
persistence. The significant factors impacting on first year students’ persistence are clinic
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(28.5%), cafeteria (84.9%), library (48.4%) and hostel (61%). Gender, class of result,
classroom, lecture theatre and laboratory had no significant impact on first year students’
persistence with 0.227 > 0.05 and 0.0.091 > 0.05 0.227 >0.05 0.083 and 0.05 respectively).

4.2. Social Support
4.2.1. Support from Classmates

Table 2 Cross tab students persistence and support from classmates

My class mates are supportive

*SDA *DA  *NS  *A *SA  Total

(Given a chance I SDA 1 2 2 10 4 19

Prefer to leave DA 1 2 7 7 2 19

Building Technology NS 0 0 1 2 2 3
A 0 0 1 3 0 4
SA 0 0 1 1 2 4
Total 2 4 12 23 10 51

*SDA-Strongly Disagree, DA-Disagree, NS-Not sure, A-Agree, SA-Strongly Agree

From table 2, twenty three students agree that their classmates are supportive and 10
students strongly agree that their class mates are supportive. Out of all the students that
indicated that their classmates are supportive, 3 students indicated that they agree to leave the
program and 3 students disagree to leave the program

4.2.2. Support for Lecturers

Table 3 Cross tab students persistence and support from lecturers

M lecturers are supportive
SDA DA NS A SA Total

Given a chance I SDA 0 0 3 6 10 19

Prefer to leave DA 2 0 3 10 4 19

Building Technologv NS 0 0 0 3 2 5
A 1 0 1 2 0 4
5S4 0 0 3 1 4 4
Total 3 0 7 24 17 51

*SDA-Strongly Disagree, DA-Disagree, NS-Not sure, A-Agree, SA-Strongly Agree

Table 3 show that twenty four students agree that their lecturers are supportive and 17
students strongly agree that their lecturers are supportive. Out of all the students that indicated
that their lecturers are supportive, 3 students indicated that they agree to leave the program
and 4 students disagree to leave the program.

4.3. Students Performance

Table 4 Students’ performance

Frequency Percent
First class 4 TE
Second class upper 26 31.0
Second class lower 19 373
Third class 2 39
Total 51 100
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From table 4, only 3.9% of the students are in the third class category. The remaining 95%
are within the first class and second class categories.

4.4, Students’ Persistence

Table 5 Students’ Persistence

Frequency  Percent

Stronglv agree 25 4902
Agree 13 2549
Not sure 2 392
Disagree 3 08
Stronglv Disagree 3 5.88

From table 4.4, 49.02% strongly agree while 25.49% agree to persist in the program. This
gives a total of 75% freshmen who are interested in persisting in the programme

5. DISCUSSIONS

The significant factors impacting on first year students’ persistence are clinic, cafeteria,
library and hostel. This may be because these facilities may be in a poor state and need to be
refurbished. Tunji-Olayeni et al., 2017 also noted that physical features of the learning
environment can attract and retain female students in the Building Technology program.
Omuh et al., 2017 noted that the school environment affected students’ interest and ultimate
persistence. From the study it was found that most of the students surveyed had good
relationships with their classmates and lecturers and they reported that their classmates and
lecturers were very supportive. This is similar to the finding of (Swail, 2004) who noted the
establishment of friendships with peers, the development of mentors and connections to
faculty members have been identified as important factors for student retention. A greater
percentage of the students have shown a strong desire to persist in the course with majority of
the students in good academic standing.

6. CONCLUSIONS

The study assessed the persistence of first year building technology students. The clinic,
cafeteria, library and hostel had an impact on freshmen’s persistence. Many of the first year
students described their lecturers and classmates as supportive. The freshmen surveyed had a
great level of persistence. Universities can experience greater students’ retention by investing
in the refurbishment of the facilities identified in this study particularly, clinic, cafeteria,
library and hostel.
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