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Improving the performance of first-year Economics students by means of an innovative summer school programme: an evaluation

Background: First-year students perceive Economics to be a difficult discipline and result in high failure rates. This is a concern at most universities in South Africa. For the period 2002-2004, the first-year Economics course at Stellenbosch University (SU) had an average pass rate of only 64%. The Economics and Management Sciences faculty at SU decided to initiate a summer school programme with the specific aim of improving this pass rate.

Economics Summer School Programme: This programme was structured in a way to ensure the full participation of the students. Snowball (2006) argued that students can be more successful if the responsibility for their learning is placed back with the student. The programme focused on the following aspects:

· Compulsory lecture attendance using student card scanners

· Compulsory tutorial classes and take-home tasks

· Strict enforcement of discipline 

Evaluation: This programme required intense focus from lecturers and students (inflicting high opportunity costs). The programme included various tests and examinations. The results reflect a marked improvement in the results of students who had failed the course the previous year. This has subsequently resulted in the continuation of this programme, with possible expansion to other departments in the faculty.  

Lessons: Success at the undergraduate level seems to require a more structured environment with more control exercised from the department on the participation of the student.   (219)

