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ASSESSING STUDENTS’LEVEL OF KNOWLEDGE IN PROFILE COURSES
OF CHOSEN ECONOMIC STUDY PROGRAMMES

AT THE FEM CULS PRAGUE

Abstract

To increase the educational attainment of the population is
a priority that has arisen also from the pro-growth strategy of the
European Union. In this regard, the quality of the teaching process
in tertiary education and subsequent graduates’ employability
are paid substantial attention. However, the quality of knowledge
and skills acquired and presented by the graduates on the labour
market has not been observed so closely. The focus on quantitative
aspects implies a significant risk of lowering qualitative standards.
The present paper strives to analyze the development and structure
of students’ results within the framework of economic study
programmes at the Faculty of Economics and Management CULS
Prague in five consecutive academic years. Based on the analysis,
the differences in study results, study skills and approaches are
specified and compared between and among the individual study
programmes and forms of study.
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Introduction

In2010, the EU summit of high member countries representatives
set targets related to secondary and in particular tertiary
education within the framework of “Supporting growth and
jobs strategy”. This strategy stems from the assumption that
a highly skilled and creative population, i.e. high quality human
capital, leads to economic development and prosperity. The
2020 education target stipulates that 40% of the age group 30-
34 should successfully complete higher education or equivalent
studies (Strategic framework for education and training, 2012).

Most EU countries, including the Czech Republic, record the
highest and ever-growing share of higher education students
within the age group of 25-34. According to the Eurostat, there
are only three countries where higher education attainment
falls into the age group of 35-44 — these exceptions comprise
Finland, Germany and also Austria where the two age groups
are more or less equal.

Having the above facts in mind, higher education institutions,
primarily colleges and universities, are at the centre of attention.
The quality of teaching process in Bachelor and Master study
programmes at particular universities and faculties is observed
and discussed. A wide range of Czech authors, e.g. Mares
(1991), Smelové (2002), Sabatova (2009), and foreign authors
- Seldin (1990), Abari (2011) deal with the issue of teaching
process quality and its assessment. At the same time, detailed
analyses concerned with the relationship between the number
of graduates and their employability have been carried out,
sorted by the individual higher education institutions and
also by the study programmes (Koutsky, Zelenka 2011).
Graduates’ employability and career path on the labour market
is influenced, besides other factors, by the teaching process
quality. Nevertheless, it is quite hard to measure the knowledge
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and skills applied by students in practice at their workplaces
(Mares, 1990).

The educational attainment process involves not only schools
(faculties, departments) and the quality of their pedagogues but
at the same time the students themselves. Students” academic
performance is influenced by a wide range of factors, above
all by their study potential and willingness to acquire new
knowledge and skills. The individual “talent” or “gift” can be
already traced in the secondary school results (but not as a rule).
The relationship between secondary school study results and
subsequent university results has been dealt with e.g. by Kuncel
(2001), Zwick (2006) or Rubesova (2009).

The above-mentioned studies infer that study results at
university, especially in the first freshman year, are determined
by the quality and demandedness of the secondary school.
General study skills, self-study skills, self-organisation,
ability to both team work and work independently, ability
to search for and process information, to differentiate key
pieces of information from the unimportant ones, capability
of using common sense and logical thinking rather than pure
memorizing - these constitute key prerequisites to good
university performance. Current researches conducted at
foreign universities prove that the quality of students, i.e.
their study results, influences retroactively the quality of the
educational process, e.g. Hassanbeigi (2011). Last but not least,
factors related to acquiring new knowledge and skills also
include motivation, socio-economic study conditions etc.
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Materials and Methods

The paper aims at several topical issues related to assessing
the quality of higher education graduates and their level
of knowledge. The results of FEM CULS students (Faculty
of Economics and Management, Czech University of Life
Sciences in Prague), namely the students of the Economics
and Management study programme and Business and
Administration study programme have been analyzed. Both
study programmes are realized under both full-time and
distance form. The analysis has been carried out on the example
of two profile courses (both prerequisite for the final state
examination): the “Agrarian Sector Economy” course taught
within the framework of the Economics and Management
study programme and the “Business Activity Assessment”
course taught within the Business and Administration
programme. The two courses are incorporated in the last year
of study of the respective study programme; “Agrarian Sector
Economy” in the Bachelor degree programme and “Business
Activity Assessment” in the Master degree one. Both subjects
are economy-related (substantial for the graduates’ profile),
identical in their form and scope and also identical in view
of the course requirements and grading system. As far as the
form and scope of teaching are concerned, both courses entail
lectures and seminars. Full-time study programmes are given
a 90-minute lecture per week and a 90-minute seminar every
two weeks. Distance study programmes require a substantial
load of self-study, accompanied by 12 hours of face-to-face
sessions per term (Curricula of the FEM 2009/2010, 2009).
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The analysis was supposed to answer the following questions:

* Can we assume that FEM students (regardless to the form
of study and study programme) record a low rate of high
grades (excellent results)? In other words, is the level of
knowledge acquired by the graduates in these profile
courses low?

® Are there any significant differences in study results
between and among the individual study programmes and
forms of study?

* Do students record better results while retaking the
examination (thanks to more studious preparation)?

e Have the study results been generally deteriorating?
e Which factors influence the study results recorded?

The following methodical approach has been adopted in order
to analyze students’ level of knowledge:

* The results in five consecutive academic years were
recorded and analyzed, involving the the total of 2,072
(two thousand and seventy-two) full-time students and
1,563 (one thousand five hundred and sixty-three) distance
students.

* Only those students who actually took part in the
examination were included in the sample. It means that the
sample did not integrate those students who registered for
the examination but finally did not turn out. In accordance
with the Study and Examination Rules of the Czech
University of Life Sciences in Prague of 15th July 2010,
these students are classified with a “fail” grade. Due to
their absence at the examination, these students were not
able to demonstrate their knowledge. If we included them
in the sample analyzed, i.e. calculate the “fail” grades, the
results would be biased.
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® The results were recorded on the basis of the grade attained
(excellent, very good, good and fail) at all examination
sessions the students took; i.e. if a student failed at the
first session, his/her performance at the second session (i.e.
first retake), or as the case may be at the third session (i.e.
second retake) were monitored.

® In order to determine an average result for the individual
examination sessions and also for the whole examination
period, the weighted arithmetic mean has been used while
the value corresponded to the grade attained and the
weigh equalled to the total of students who achieved the
respective grade.

¢ Elementary analytical methods (horizontal and vertical
analysis) and comparison have been employed. The
study results have been compared between and among
the individual study programmes (Economics and
Management, Business and Administration), the two years
of study (3™ year of the Bachelor programme and 2" year
of the Master degree programme) and last but not least
both forms of study (full-time, distance).

As far as the software is concerned, the MS Excel, version 2007
has been used for calculations.

Results and Discussion

The following outcomes stemmed from the analysis of the
examination results attained in the two aforementioned courses:

* As we can see from Table 1, the grades attained in both
forms of study (full-time and distance) and courses
(Agrarian Sector Economy, Business Activity Assessment)
are far from being satisfactory. As for the ,, Agrarian Sector
Economy” course, the frequency of ,excellent” grade in
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the whole examination period (i.e. for all three eligible
sessions) ranges from 0.48% to 7.49% in the distance study
programme, and from 4.82% to 8.90% in the respective
full-time one. The ,Business Activity Assessment” course
showed , excellent” grades in the interval from 0% to 21.09%
in the distance form while the percentage recorded in the
full-time form averaged between 1.07% and 12.08%. On the
other side of the scale, we can observe that the frequency
of failures is high. As for the , Agrarian Sector Economy”
course, the distance form failures ranged from 7.87% to
26.99% and the full-time ones from 38.66% to 49.05%. The
,Business Activity Assessment” course recorded the failure
percentage between 22.66% and 57.53% in the distance
study form and from 24.15% to 47.43% in the full-time one.

It clearly stems from the analysis that the ,core” of the
results attained at both examinations is the ,good”
passing grade. There are two different reasonings to be
raised at this point. Firstly, we can suppose that students
achieving worse results are not sufficiently devoted to the
preparation even if they do evince the skills and potential
needed. These students’ priority is to pass the examination
regardless of the grade and therefore to be content with a
worse result. On the other hand, there are students who
do a very thorough preparation but their general learning
potential, capabilities or , talent” do not allow them to meet
the requirements and achieve a better result.
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Agrarian 2006/2007 2007/2008 2008/2009 2009/2010 2010/2011
Sector Session Session Session Session Session
Economy 1st | 2nd | 3rd z Ist | 2nd | 3rd z Ist | 2nd | 3rd x Ist | 2nd | 3rd z Ist 2nd | 3rd z
Distance studies
Excellent (%) 374 | 1.72 |11.36| 7.49 | 3.85 | 250 | 2.50 | 5.50 0 0.96 0 048 | 0.62 | 1.04 | 4.00 | 245 | 236 | 3.64 | 13.04 | 6.30
Very good (%) 10.16 | 14.66 | 22.73 | 24.60 |15.93 | 12.50 | 20.00 | 25.82 | 11.43 | 3.85 | 6.52 |14.76 | 552 | 3.13 | 4.00 | 859 | 11.81 | 16.36 | 39.13 | 25.98
Good (%) 17.65 | 31.90 | 34.09 | 45.45 |25.82 | 20.00 | 50.00 | 46.60 | 34.29 | 38.46 | 60.87 | 66.66 | 28.83 | 33.33 | 44.00 | 61.97 | 37.01 | 36.36 | 39.13 | 59.85
Fail (%) 68.45 | 51.72 | 31.82 | 22.46 | 54.40 | 65.00 | 27.50 | 23.08 | 54.28 | 56.73 | 32.61 | 18.10 | 65.03 | 62.50 | 48.00 | 26.99 | 48.82 | 43.64 | 8.70 7.87
Agrarian Sector 2006/2007 2007/2008 2008/2009 2009/2010 2010/2011
Economy Session Session Session Session Session
Full-time studies | 1. 2. 3. h) 1. 2. 3. p) 1. 2. 3. h) 1. 2. 3. p) 1. 2. 3. x
Excellent(%) 7.75 | 13.89 [ 10.00 | 8.69 | 9.82 | 792 | 714 | 890 | 940 | 450 | 549 | 712 | 703 | 424 | 235 | 536 | 732 | 2.88 | 217 | 4.82
Very good (%) 2525 | 26.39 | 28.00 | 23.76 | 18.41 | 23.27 | 21.43 | 20.38 | 17.55 | 13.51 | 18.68 | 16.30 | 14.38 | 18.22 | 14.12 | 15.77 | 14.29 | 18.52 | 25.00 | 17.52
Good (%) 23.00 | 46.53 | 54.00 | 28.89 |22.08 | 27.72 | 37.50 | 25.51 | 25.71 | 27.48 | 34.07 | 27.53 | 24.92 | 30.51 | 57.65 | 31.39 | 21.95 | 34.57 | 52.17 | 31.36
Fail (%) 44.00 | 13.19 | 8.00 | 38.66 | 49.69 | 41.09 | 33.93 | 45.21 | 47.34 | 54.51 | 41.76 | 49.05 | 53.67 | 47.03 | 25.88 | 47.48 | 56.44 | 44.03 | 20.66 | 46.30
Business Activity 2006/2007 2007/2008 2008/2009 2009/2010 2010/2011
Assessment Session Session Session Session Session
Distance studies 1. 2. 3. T 1. 2. 3. r 1. 2. 3. T 1. 2. 3. T 1. 2. 3. T
Excellent(%) 23.60 | 10.34 | 30.00 | 21.09 | 4.05 | 11.11 |16.67 | 6.54 | 1.28 | 222 | 556 | 2.13 | 3.53 | 0.00 | 0.00 | 2.06 | 0.00 | 0.00 | 0.00 | 0.00
Very good (%) 19.97 | 17.24 | 30.00 | 18.75 |10.81 | 11.11 | 16.67 | 11.21 | 6.41 | 13.33 | 22.22 | 10.64 | 2.35 | 11.36 | 17.62 | 6.85 | 7.00 |22.22 | 21.05 | 13.74
Good (%) 37.08 | 37.94 | 40.00 | 37.50 | 45.95 | 48.15 | 50.00 | 46.73 | 34.62 | 33.33 | 61.11 | 37.59 | 34.12 | 31.82 | 35.29 | 33.56 | 22.00 | 44.44 | 52.63 | 32.96
Fail (%) 21.35 | 34.48 | 0.00 | 22.66 |39.19 | 29.63 | 16.66 | 35.52 | 57.69 | 51.12 | 11.11 | 49.64 | 60.00 | 56.82 | 47.09 | 57.53 | 71.00 | 33.34 | 26.32 | 53.30
Business Activity 2006/2007 2007/2008 2008/2009 2009/2010 2010/2011
Assessment Session Session Session Session Session
Full-time studies | 1. 2. 3. b) 1 2. 3. b) 1. 2. 3. b3 1. 2. 3. b3 1 2. 3. r
Excellent(%) 15.19 | 2.86 | 0.00 | 12.08 | 1.15 | 7.46 | 834 | 3.16 | 348 | 250 | 4.16 | 329 | 0.75 | 1.08 | 6.67 | 1.07 | 491 | 1.85 | 0.00 | 3.75
Very good (%) 24.68 | 11.43 | 50.00 | 24.15 | 8.62 | 16.42 | 41.66 | 12.25 | 22.61 | 22.50 | 12.50 | 21.86 | 11.32 | 27.96 | 46.67 | 16.89 | 18.59 | 9.26 | 32.35 | 17.33
Good (%) 37.90 | 42.86 | 50.00 | 39.62 | 32.76 | 47.76 | 41.66 | 37.16 | 34.78 | 43.75 | 70.84 | 39.52 | 48.68 | 44.08 | 26.66 | 46.65 | 35.44 | 52.78 | 52.94 | 41.22
Fail (%) 22.23|42.85| 0.00 | 24.15 | 57.47 | 28.36 | 8.34 | 47.43 | 39.13 | 31.25 | 12.50 | 35.33 | 39.25 | 26.88 | 20.00 | 35.39 | 41.06 | 36.11 | 14.71 | 37.70
Table 1: Structure of the examination results (grades)
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* When observing the grades in the order of individual 80 1 wEAS . S wEAS . PS
examination sessions, we can say that the highest rate of 70 -
»fail” (see Fig. 1 and Fig. 2) is recorded at the first attempt. 60 -

The number of students who fail the examination at this
stage is very high. In the sample, one of the academic

50 A

years even saw a failure rate of 71% (Business Activity =40

Assessment — distance form, academic year 2010/2011). 30

As the students themselves admitted in an anonymous 20

opinion poll, they either decided to ,come and give it 10 4

a try” or underestimated the preparation and therefore

failed. After the first failure, some students give up and do 1 02 301 2 3|1 2 3/1 2 3|1 2 3

not even keep on trying; the others register for the retake 2006/2007 | 2007/2008 | 2008/2009 | 2009/2010 | 2010/2011
sessions. However, a high percentage of ,fail” grades also

occurs at the second examination session (i.e. first retake). Figure 1: Overview of “fail” grades at the individual examination
Furthermore, the results at the third attempt (i.e. second sessions of the Agrariafl Sector Econf)my.course (distance form
retake) shown in Table 1 are again far from reaching a high shown in blue, full-time in red)

success rate. This is quite astounding as the motivation 80 areke mitps

to pass the examinations in question should be very high 70 |

(in case of failure, a student has to retake one year, cannot
register for the final state examination and, in the worst
possible case, can even be offloaded from study). Taking the
above facts into account, it can be assumed that these failing x40
students are simply not capable of efficient preparation. 30 -
This is quite obvious at the oral examination where these
students merely reproduce without understanding the
point or the problem. Moreover, it can be observed that the
students are not able to use specialist literature/resources
independently — they memorize the content of lectures or
textbooks and then , reproduce” it at the examination.

60 +

50

20 4

10 4

1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3

2006/2007 | 2007/2008 | 2008/2009 | 2009/2010 | 2010/2011

Figure 2: Overview of “fail” grades at the individual examination
sessions of the Business Activity Assessment course (distance form
shown in blue, full-time in red)
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® As we can see from the five-year interval shown in Fig. 1 Agrarian Sector Economy
and Fig. 2, there are some differences in the average study . il cimitas D e Siias
results attained not only between the two study programmes Academic year session total session total
but also between the two forms of study. The results in 1st | 2nd | 3rd |average| 1st | 2nd | 3rd | average
the distance form were fluctuating, however, the overall 2006/2007 3.03 | 259 | 2.60 | 2.89 |3.51|3.34 | 2.86 3.37
results have been deteriorating in both subjects surveyed 2007/2008 312 | 3.02 | 298| 3.07 [331]348|3.03| 332
(Agrarian Sector Economy, Business Activity Assessment). 2008/2009 327 | 328 | 314 | 326 |343]|351 | 326 | 343
The results in the full-time form were also very volatile — 2009/2010 3.25 1320 | 307 | 321 |358]357 336 | 3.54
nevertheless, compared to the distance form, they were 2010/2011 328 | 320|291 ] 3.19 [332]320] 243 | 219
generally more positive in some years. Anyway, also the Table 2: Examination results in relation to the individual sessions
average results recorded in the full-time form of study have (attempts) — Agrarian Sector Economy, Bachelor degree, Economics
been generally deteriorating. This very likely reflects recent and Management study programme
situation when more and more students who lack higher
education prerequisites (knowledge, skills, motivation to _ Business Activity Assessment :
study) are admitted to universities. On the other hand, Academic year i ””'_t"”e studies D’Sfance studies
session total session total

there is undoubtedly a certain share of students who have
the potential and capabilities to perform better but employ
it more in various after-school or extra-curricular activities.

Ist | 2nd | 3rd |average| 1st | 2nd | 3rd | average
2006/2007 267 | 326 | 250 | 276 |256| 296 |2.10 2.62
2007/2008 347 | 297 | 250 | 329 |320]| 296 |267| 3.11

e [t can also be stated that the more students in the year, 2008/2009 310 | 3.04 | 2.92 3.07 3.49 | 3.33 | 2.78 3.34
the worse average study results attained. For instance, 2009/2010 326 | 297 | 260 316 |351] 345 329 3.46
in the academic year 2006/2007, the 158 Business and 2010/2011 | 3.13 | 323 | 282 | 313 [364] 311 [305] 3.39

Administration students (full-time) recorded the average
grade of 2.76 in the Business Activity Assessment course
whereas in 2010/2011, 285 students recorded the average
result of 3.13. Within the Economics and Management
study programme (full-time), the 410 students of the
Agrarian Sector Economy course attained the average
grade of 3.26 in the academic year 2008/2009. However,
in 2010/2011, 379 students recorded the average of 3.19.
This is indicative of the fact that the quantitative aspect
of the entrance examination procedure outweighed the
qualitative standards of applicants.

Table 3: Examination results in relation to the individual sessions
(attempts) — Business Activity Assessment, Master degree, Business
and Administration study programme
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Conclusion

Based on the analysis of study results attained by 3,635
(three thousand six hundred and thirty-five) students at the
examinations of chosen FEM core subjects, the following
conclusions can be made:

Can we assume that the level of knowledge acquired by the
graduates in the core courses is low? This question can be
answered quite decidedly — the study results attained do
not prove satisfactory mastering of core economic subjects.
Even if only two of these courses have been analyzed,
similar results can be expected also in other subjects. Based
on the long-term pedagogical experience, we can say that
not all students with excellent grades become excellent
professionals and vice versa, an average student recording
average or even poor study results can become a successful
specialist in the field. However, this cannot be generalized.
As we have already mentioned, there are two main
reasons behind poor study results. The students either
prefer a mere passing of the examination regardless of the
result (i.e. grade) or lack the respective higher education
prerequisites and therefore should not be admitted to
the university at all. As stated in the introduction to this
paper, the European strategy is to increase the share of
higher education graduates in the age group 25-34 to
40%. Nevertheless, this quantitative expansion in tertiary
education sector could lead to a potentially risky situation
(Koutsky, Zelenka, 2011) when the percentage of university
graduates in the population will grow but not hand in hand
with the quality knowledge. This was proven by analyzing
the sample of FEM CULS students. While the number of
students has been growing, the study results attained have
been deteriorating at the same time. It has to be mentioned
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in this connection that the quality of students does not
result only from the quality of the teaching process; the
interdependence between the quality teaching process and
students’/graduates’ performance is not so straightforward
(which is quite a common simplification of the problem).

Even if one logically assumes that students who fail the
examination would prepare more studiously for the
retake session, this is not often true. On the contrary, 3
year students of the distance Bachelor degree programme
recorded even worse results (from a viewpoint of “fail”
grades frequency) at the first retake of the “Agrarian
Sector Economy” examination. This paradox sometimes
occurred also in the full-time form of study. The situation
in the “Business Activity Assessment” course, taught
in the second year of the Master degree programme, is,
generally speaking, a little more positive since the students
already “keep their eyes on the diploma” and are therefore
more motivated. However, also the results in some years
disproved this logical assumption.

As for whether there are any significant differences in study
results between the two forms of study, we can say that
these differences certainly exist. The results attained by the
students of distance study are generally worse than those
recorded by full-time students within both Bachelor and
Master programme. There are likely to be more reasons
for this structure of study results. Above all, the time-
demandedness of distance study that mainly arises from
the fact that these students are supposed to balance their
occupational duties, school duties and often also family
commitments. Furthermore, some students are forced to
acquire a university degree/higher qualification by their
employers (in order to retain their current position) and
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would not otherwise evince strong inner motivation to
study. Another decisive factor (having a substantial impact)
lies in the fact that distance forms of study are actually
based on self-study. However, most students “cannot”
study independently; on their own. They usually prefer
memorizing textbooks or other resources and do not use
other references and specialist literature. This then results
in “reproducing” the texts without really understanding
and grasping the essence of the problem, the context and
other relations.
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