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The objective of this study is to assess the extent to which academic history vis-a-vis
other factors influence the academic performance of the undergraduate students in the Faculty
of Agriculture, University of Peradeniya in Sri Lanka. A series of educational production
functions were estimated treating Grade Point Average of students at semester level and
cumulative Grade Point Average as the measures of academic performance. Academic
history, engagements in student associations and other extra-curricular activities, learning
environment, associations with the teaching staff, resources and support services provided by
the university, social interactions, psychological factors, family background, funding and
student inherent characteristics/personal background were hypothesized as the factors
affecting academic performance. A structured questionnaire was distributed among 196
students in the final year of Agricultural Technology and Management degree program offered
by the Faculty of Agriculture in 2011 to gather the needed data and 121 students responded to
the survey.

Results of the econometric models specified at semester levels reveal that during the
first semester, English language proficiency, efforts made by the student and family
background have positive and statistically significant effects on academic performance of
undergraduates while the performance during semesters 2-7 is largely driven by the
performance of the previous semester. A significant gender disparity in academic
performance of undergraduates exists. In general, female students perform better than the
male students and psychological factors explain a considerable proportion of the variability of
academic performance.

The results further reveal that the overall academic performance is influenced by the
language proficiency and the academic efforts made by the students. Female students and
those who came from privileged districts perform much better than their respective
counterparts. Academic performance at school does not have a significant effect even when
the other factors affecting undergraduate performance are controlled for.

The study concludes that the English language proficiency, family background and
academic efforts made by the students are the three key elements that determine the academic
performance at every level. Contrary to the expectation, the performance at the Advanced
Level examination, as measured by the Z score, does not seem to influence undergraduate
academic performance in a statistically significant manner. The above findings imply a need
to upgrade the facilities to improve English language proficiency and to create an enabling
learning environment primarily through strengthening of social interactions and enhancing
psychological spirits of undergraduates in order to obtain the best return for the investment
made in higher education in Sri Lanka.
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