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Abstract 
The main purpose of this study was to look at the relationship between the Practices of students’ 
placement into different Departments and Students ’academic performance at Madda Walabu 
University. A descriptive Case Study Research method was employed in this study. A total of 233 
students of two batches in their first- and third-year studies in 2012/13 were included in this study 
using stratified random sampling. In addition, 17 officials (university managers) were included 
using the availability sampling while 16(two from each selected department) instructors were 
selected using quota sampling technique. Questionnaire, Interview and Documents analysis were 
employed to collect data. Both quantitative and quantitative methods of data analysis were used as 
data collection instruments.  Both quantitative and quantitative methods of data analysis were used 
to complement the limitation of one over the other. The finding of this study shown that practice of 
student’s departmental placement was carried out against choices and interests of most students 
and it’s been one among many factors hindering   students’ academic performance at this 
University. Therefore, the concerned bodies at this University, need to give due consideration to 
students’ interests, aptitudes and preferences during student placement into various departments 
at this university. 
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Introduction 
Students usually take their ability and future 
earning into consideration when they choose 
their academic program. They do such choices 
so that they can successfully complete courses 
and secure better jobs after graduation.  
Students’ interest for a study program is 

determined by the availability of good jobs which 
indirectly determine the student's career path for 
the rest of his/her life and their ability to be 
graduated from the study program. In this 
perspective, the students observe comparative 
individual graduated from institution of higher 
education as a source of information about which 
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study program earn them better jobs after 
graduation. Therefore, Students interest for a 
study program is developed out of both ability 
and availability of good jobs. it can be said that 
interest and attitude of university students 
towards their academic study (subject) plays a 
crucial role for the success of the learner.  
Students joining a particular department by their 
interest are believed to be highly motivated to 
learn than students placed in a department 
without their interest. High intrinsic motivation is a 
factor which can lead students to a better 
achievement.  The finding by different studies 
has disclosed that motivated students perform 
better academically than unmotivated ones (Bank 
and Finlapson, 1980; Broussard  and Garrison,  
2004;  Sandra,  2002) in Tadesse Dejenie 
(2005). It is therefore, in such circumstances that, 
students’ confidence in their abilities may 
increase, resulting in improved self-esteem. On 
the other hand, Staunton, (2008) stated that, 
students who have been placed appropriately are 
more likely to remain at the institution, in turn 
helping to provide a growing university student 
population. Therefore, it can be said that 
students who are located into different study 
programs on the basis of their abilities and 
interests they will be more likely to succeed at 
the university. Ayotol (1998) also confirmed that if 
students do not have interest in the field they are 
placed, it affects the way they react or listen to 
the instructor. However, students’ placement into 
different study program is sometimes carried out 
without considering students choices for the 
program and is among the factor hindering 
academic performance of most students at 
Madda Walabu University. Therefore, this study 
was aimed to look at the practice of students’ 
placement into different study program with view 
point of its relationship with students’ Academic 
performances at Madda Walabu University.  
 
Materials and Methods 
In this study descriptive Case Study method was 
employed to address issues about students’ 
placement into different Study programs and its 
relationship with students’ academic 

performances. This method was employed to 
describe the existing conditions and practices of 
students’ selection and placement into different 
departments in viewpoint of its relationship with 
students’ academic performance at Madda 
Walabu University.  For this study, both 
qualitative and quantitative research approaches 
were used to complement the limitation of one 
over the other. 
 
Madda Walabu University was purposely 
selected as study area, from the fact that the 
researcher has a very close contact as a 
teaching staff. Through his stay in the university 
the researcher has informally detected problems 
related to department placement practice among 
students in the campus and he thought it is 
significant to deal with at this university.  This 
study was conducted since 2013 at Madda 
Walabu University and it included four schools 
(Faculties) of the university using systematic 
sampling technique. The Four Schools were; 
School of social science, language Studies, 
Engineering Technology and Mathematical 
science. Therefore, four (44.4%) of the nine 
schools (faculties) running within Madda Walabu 
University were employed for this study. In those 
Schools, the study aimed to look at students’ 
placement into different departments in viewpoint 
of its relationship with students’ academic 
performance.  
 
There were 13 departments running under the 
selected four schools among which 13 
departments, 8 (61%) of them, were included in 
this study using stratified sampling as appropriate 
method for the purpose of this study. The sample 
departments were, Computer Science and 
Information technology from school of 
Engineering-Technology, mathematics and 
statistics from School of mathematical sciences, 
Amharic and English departments from Schools 
of language studies and History and Geography 
from School of Social Science.  
 
Among the batches of eight academic programs, 
first year and their third year were selected using 
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purposive samplings from the very purpose that 
university students face learning difficulties in 
their first year of studies and students in third 
year of their studies have better experience of 
their respective department than students of the 
other batches. In this regard, this study included 
233 students as sample size of this study. 
Consequently 15 students from each selected 
first and third year department were included 
using stratified random sampling technique 
except one department for which availability 
sampling method was employed since the 
population in this department were below the 
intended sample. Thus, a total of 115 (29.7%) 
students in their first-year studies in the year 
2012/13, comprising 58 males and 57 females 
and 120(37.8%) students in their third-year 
studies in the year 2012/13 containing 81 males 

and 35 females were included in the study. In 
addition, 17 university officials (University 
department heads, School directors, Academic 
Vice President etc.) and 16 instructors, a total of 
266 respondents were used as data sources for 
the study. I addition policy documents and 
Guidelines related to students’ department 
placement as well as individual students’ GPA 
were used as sources of data for this study. The 
researcher decided to include only two 
instructors from each department and thus, 
Quota sampling was used to select 16 instructors 
(2 from each selected departments) while 
availability sampling was employed to select 
officials fulfilling questionnaires. The following 
table 1 indicates students’ population, samples 
students’ and sample batches, as well as 
sampling technique employed for this study

.  
 
Table1. Student Population, Sample and Sampling technique used in the study 
 

Note AS= availability sampling, SRS=Stratified random sampling, 1st Yr=First Year, 3rdyr   Year. 

The major data collection instruments used in 
this study was questionnaire and interview. 
Questionnaire was used to gather both 
qualitative and quantitative data. Thus, close 
ended questions with very limited number of 
open-ended items was employed for gathering 
information from all groups of respondents as 

they were relatively large in number. Thus, 268 
set questionnaires containing 121 items made up 
of 27 open-ended and 94 close-ended items, a 
total of 268 set of questionnaires distributed and 
266 were returned after educes responses. The 
data on academic performance was collected 
through self-reported grade point average (GPA) 

Schools Sample Departments  sample 
batches 

T/Population Sample 
students 

Sampling 
Technique 
used 

  1stYr  3rd Yr T 1st Yr 3rd Yr  Purposive 

Engineering 
Technology 

Inf. system 59 30 89  15 15 SRS 
Computer science 134 77 211  15 15 SRS 
Math’s 58 49 107  15 15 SS 

Mathematical 
science 

Statistics 62 51 103  15 15 SRS 

Amharic 10 23 33  10 15 AS/SRS 

Language 
Studies 

English 21 30 51  15 15 SRS  
History 20 30 50  15 15 SRS 

Social Science Geography 23 27 50  15 15 SRS 
Total 387 317 704  115 120  
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which was earned by the participants at the end 
of the first semester of the 2012- 2013 academic 
year.  In addition, documents were employed just 
to complement the evidences. It was believed 
that utilization of such validated and multiple data 
collection methods as well as data sources would 
enable to verify the authenticity of the data that 
was generated.  
 
Methods of Data Analysis 
In this study, both qualitative and quantitative 
data analysis methods were employed. The data 
collected through questionnaire were analyzed 
using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences 
(SPSS; version 16) computer software. The 
quantitative data were condensed into descriptive 
statistics such as percentages, correlation and 

mean. The qualitative data obtained through 
open-ended questionnaire, interview and 
documents were transcribed, and interpreted 
thematically. The thematic approach was 
followed to display the analyses and findings 
from both quantitative and qualitative data. 
Analysis of qualitative data collected through 
interview were displayed first and then 
corroborated by qualitative data analysis in the 
form of texts and quotes. For purpose of 
analyzing the difference in academic 
performance between students who were placed 
into their department by first choices and those 
without, all students’ department were 
categorized into two groups based on the data 
obtained regarding their placement:  

 
Group A: Students who were placed in their respective departments according to their first choices.  
Group B: Students who were placed in their respective departments without their first choices. 
 
The researcher employed such grouping to 
accommodate difference among individuals who 
could contribute to the difference in academic 
performance instead of treating individuals as 
subjects to analyze the results obtained. 
Accordingly, a test was conducted. The test 
made were t-test to compare performance 
(achievement difference between group A and 

B). The mean difference in GPA was obtained by 
comparing mean value of GPA of (GA) from that 
of GPA of (GB) and the other statistical method 
used were correlation coefficient. Correlation was 
used because it was considered appropriate test 
for this study to investigate the correlation 
between academic performances and students’ 
departmental placement condition.

 
 
Result and Discussion 
Students placed to their departments by their own first choices and those Assigned without their 
First choices 
Students usually take their ability and future 
earning into consideration when they choose 
program of study. This implies that, choices 
indicate what students’ wants to learn order to 
achieve success and satisfaction while 
performing better grade. Hence, it is important to 
place students into the department they wish with 
most preferences (first choices). Students 
consider their future earning when they choice 
their study program   so that they can 
successfully complete courses and secure good 
jobs after graduation (Ayalon and Abraham, 
2002). This implies that student's choice of study 

program is determined by the availability of good 
jobs which indirectly determine the student's 
career path for the rest of his/her life hence forth, 
the effort devote during their study time.  
 
 Therefore, this section looks at the number of 
students placed to their departments on the basis 
of their first choices and those assigned out of 
their first choice across eight departments at the 
targeted university. Consequently, the placement 
condition of 233 students in their 1st and 3rd year 
studies in 2012/13 was used for this purpose. 
The following tables 2 below indicate the number 
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of students placed /assigned into their 
department by their first choices and without their 

first choices across the eight departments. 

 
Table 2. The number of Students’ placed into their department by their first preferences and those without 
their first choices across the eight departments 
Values outside and inside the bracket are frequency and percentage, respectively
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21(84) 

 
9(30) 

 
25(83) 

 
18(62.2) 

 
26(86) 

 
7(23.3) 

 
12(40) 

 
11(36) 

 
129(543) 

By first choice  4 (16) 21(70) 5(17) 10(37.8) 4(14) 23(76.7) 18(60) 19(74) 104(44.7) 

Total 25 30 30 28 30 30 30 3 0 233 
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The table 2 above reveals that,  21 students out 
of 25 from Amharic department, 25(84%) of 30 
(83.3%)students from English department, 
9(30%) of 30 students from Computer science 
department, 7(23.3%) of 30 students from 
Information system department, 18 (62,2%)of 28 
from Geography department, 26((86.%) of 30 
students from history department, 11(11%) out of 
30 students from Mathematics department and 
12(36%) of 30 students from statistics 
department were placed  across the eight 
departments. Therefore, it is shown more than 
half 129 (55.4%) of the 233 students’ 
respondents included in this study were assigned 
to their departments without first choices while 
only 104(44.6%) of these students, joined their 
departments by according to first choices. Most 
of the students assigned to their study programs 
without their first choices has responded in open-
ended item that, “they were feeling compelled to 
learn in their departments. However, Victoria, 
(2008) has described that for a student to have 
the best opportunity to reach his potential, it 
absolutely essential that he/she has to initially 
placed at the proper point in his/her study 
program in his/her study.  
 
Majority of the students’ respondents from 
history, Amharic and English departments noted 
in open –ended item that’ they were assigned to 
their departments by their 9th and 10th choices. 
Therefore, placement of students into their 
department without first choices was more 
serious in History and Amharic departments. This 
raises not only a serious question into the 
appropriateness of the admission policies, 
procedures and criteria that are in use to make 
students placement into different study programs 
but also consistency of the practices and criteria 
for all faculties and departments at the targeted 
University.  
 
 
The qualitative data obtained through open-
ended items indicated that the majority of the 
students’ respondents, except those learning in 

the four departments (Computer Science, 
Information system, Mathematics and Statistics), 
were attending their learning not out of their love 
for the profession but for other reasons such as 
desires for graduation and easily search other 
job. Students’ interviewees among the misplaced 
students told this issue as “We are attending our 
field of study outside of our keen interests for the 
profession and we are ready to change our fields 
of study if we get other preferences”  
 
This indicated that if departmental placement 
was not one-time decision, most students would 
like to change their study program. Students 
were of the opinion that some departments which 
are profitable in current local market were sought 
after by most students while some others are too 
boring to make sense in relation to their life 
career in current local market, when they were 
asked why they were assigned to their 
department without their first choices. Majority of 
students’ interviewees told “we heard from 
friends who were graduated from those 
departments that there is no job opportunity for 
one who graduated in the department we refused 
to choose and avoid choosing them” when asked 
why they do not interest those departments. 
Freeman (2001) and Minski (2003), confirmed 
this finding stating that, students are assumed to 
form their choices and earnings expectations by 
observing the comparable individuals who are 
currently unemployed or working in the country. 
These students were complaining about the 
departmental placement practice at their 
university when, they reported that, “However we 
were compelled and assigned to study in those 
no-profitable departments by our administrators.” 
MaddaWalabu University legislation document 
article 37 stipulated as follows the reason why 
students assigned into their department without 
their first choices: 
In the cases where there are more applicants 
than places in a program, the applicants who fail 
to get their first choice will compete for their 
second choice and if they fail to their second 
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choice they and do the same for their third, fourth 
choice, etc. 
 
The overall finding of this study indicated that, 
due to Limited job opportunities in the local job 
market was the other main factor for the student 
for not chosen some department. Consequently, 
History and Amharic were among the 
departments in which placement problem was 
too much since, 86% and 84% of student among 
respondents learning in those departments 
without their first preferences. It was also 
indicated that, the administrative bodies at the 
targeted university were attempting to preserve 
the non-selective departments than students’ 
interests and preferences. Martha and Charles 
(2005) stated that, department chairs determine 
students' taste for academic fields by acting as 
gatekeepers by welcoming and encouraging and 
sometimes enforcing students to explore and join 
the department they lead. 
The Difference between GPA of Students 
Placed to their Departments by their own First 
Choices and those without 

Most studies over the past ten years show that 
with a good match between interests and 
academic study we are likely to earn higher 
grades. This implies that match between 
academic study stick with academic 
performance. The more we join our academic 
study by our most interest, the more is that we 
graduate on time, satisfied and successful in our 
career.  
 
Based on this ground this section presents 
quantitative and qualitative data regarding 
difference between academic performances of 
students assigned to their academic study 
according to their first preferences (Group A) and 
those assigned to their academic study without 
their priority (Group B). The GPA of 233 Students 
who was in their first- and third-year study was 
used for this purpose. Therefore, the following 
table3 indicates the GPA mean differences of the 
two formed group at Madda Walabu University. 

 

Table 3. . The difference between GPA of students joined their departments by their own first preferences 

and those without 

Note: MGPA=Mean Grade Point Average, f=Frequency=, t=Calculated value, df=degree of freedom.   
 
The table 2 above indicated that the students 
joining their departments by their first choice 
(Group A) achieved better mean grade point 
average (GPA=3.2160) compared to mean grade 
point average (GPA=2.6212) of their counterparts 
joining their respective departments without their 
first choices (Group B). The average mean grade 
point (GPA) of students joining their departments 
by their first choice (Group A) was favoring 
placement of students into their department by 
their first choices while that of students assigned 

into their departments without their first choices 
was disfavor students’ assignment into their 
departments without their first choices. The t-test 
result (t=1.30, df=115, p < 0.05) also showed that 
there is statistically significant difference between 
the academic performances (GPA) of students 
placed to their department by their own first 
choices (group A) and those assigned without 
consideration of their own first choices (group B). 
The students’ response to the open-ended item 
was also confirming this, when students’ 

 
 

Placement to department f % MGPA df t p-value 

Without first choice 129 
 

55.3 2.6212 115 
 

1.30 
 

.041 

By first choice 104 44.7 3.2160  
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participants noted that, they would perform better 
if they were joined their department by their own 
first preferences.  
 
Most of the students’ interviewees asked “how 
their achievement in preparatory school was?’ If 
they have performed better in NHEE, what are 
the major factors affecting their (GPA) university 
performance?” 
 

My academic achievement in 
NHEEE was better at preparatory 
school and I was in hope that I 
would join the study Program of my 
first choice. However, it might be 
due to the fact that my NHEEE was 
not considered to assign me the 
study program of my first choice. 

. 
 
Students’ interviewees were asked how is their 
interest to study and achieve in their current 
academic study and they responded as: “I am not 
happy to study in this academic program and my 
university GPA has adversely decreased” 
The students’ interviewees identified Illegibility of 
the program to their interests and aptitudes, 
studying with those who possess low NHEEE 
score as rationale that made some students 

unhappy and uninterested to study and achieve 
well in their academic study at MWU.   
 Tamir (2002) has identified that: 

The departments whose cut- off point is 
close to minimal requirements are 
considered as non –selective by 
students while those departments 
whose cut-off point significantly 
exceeding the minimal score are 
considered as selected 

 
One among the student interviewees said, “Very 
few of our classmate students aspire to achieve 
better CGPA and I experienced carelessness, 
feeling there is no competition in my department” 
The finding of this study reflected that academic 
performance of the students can be affected due 
to placement of the prepared student in a study 
program that cannot match his/her ability and 
knowledge levels. This was confirmed by the 
finding of Najafpour and Yektatalab (2008) which 
stated that, failed students lacked interests in 
their field of study while Dalir et al. (2011) stated 
that, highly motivated students are more active 
and experience better academic performances. 
This implies that in university, enrolling students 
into different designed academic program without 
considering their capability and interests, will 
negatively affect students’ leaning and academic 
performances.  
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Figure 1. student’s departmental Placement condition and their   Cumulative grade point average (CGPA) 
in their Department 
 
The above figure 1 confirmed the result in the 
table 3 above that, there is difference in GPA 
performance of students in relation to their 
departmental placement condition. 
 
In this regard, the figure 1 confirmed that, the 
grade point average (GPA) of students assigned 

to their departments without their first choices 
range between (1.50-2.50) in their departments 
while that of their counterpart joining their 
departments by their own first choices range 
between (3.00-3.50) in their departments. Jones 
(2013) found out that, students. 
 

 
Table 4. The correlation between department placement condition and Students Academic performances 

Item of Correlation  Placement to your 

department 
Your current GPA in 

your department 

Placement  

to your department 
 Pearson Correlation 5 0.706** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  5 

Your current GPA  

in your department 
 Pearson Correlation 0.706** 5 

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.05  

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
 
Statistical analysis of Pearson correlation of 
placement condition and student GPA, shows 
that there is significant positive relationship 
between placement condition and GPA of 
students at (r = 0.706*, P= 0.05) level of 
significance. This indicating that, students who 
were placed to their department by their first 
preferences were motivated and performing 

academically better while their counterparts who 
joined their department without their first 
preference were not motivated and performing 
academically lower. This implies as one factor; 
placement condition has a significant influence 
on students’ academic performances at the 
targeted university. This study is therefore in line 
with the finding of Robbins and Zeegers (2001) in 
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Tamir (2002), which stated that, students’ 
expectation of success and their confidence in 
their abilities is positively associated with their 
academic performance while Dalir et al. (2011), 

stated that; highly motivated students are more 
active and experience better academic 
performance.

Conclusions  
The finding of this study indicated that, the 
average mean score GPA achievement of 
students who are assigned to department 
without their own first choice (Group B) was 
lower compared to the other groups placed into 
their department based on their first preferences 
(Group A) at Madda Walabu University. This 
finding also further revealed that, there is 
statistically significant difference between GPA 
performance of students placed into their 
department on the basis of their own first 
preferences (Group A) and their counterparts 
assigned into their department without their own 
first preferences (Group B) at this university. 
This implies that one of the reasons for lower 
GPA performances of students at Madda 
Walabu University is departmental placement 
practice which was carried out against choices 
and interests of most students.  It can be 
furtherconcluded that, those students placed into 
their department on the basis of their own most 
preferences, face- less learning difficulties 
(dismissal, repeating courses and dropout) while 
academic problems were becoming a red flag in 
the departments where students were assigned 
without their interests at Madda Walabu 
University. Here we can further conclude that it 
is difficult for those departments to teach and 
create successful professionals from those 
students joining without their own interests and 
choice, even poorer it may become harder to 
wait for such graduates to become creative in 
their future job or work places. Further research 
needs to be done to see what students really 
consider when they choose their study program 
and whether the placement practices is the case   
in all university in Ethiopia on same issue. 
 

Cognizant of the fact that   placement into 
department by their first choices alone does not 
guarantee academic success; this study 
suggested that, placing students into different 
department by their first choices has significant 
relationship with students’ academic 
performances. Therefore, this study 
recommended the concerned bodies at Madda 
Walabu University to take in to consideration 
students’ first preferences during students into 
different study program   to enhance 
performance of students. 
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