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Abstract

Universities in developing countries are often faced with the twin burden of increasing demand for tertiary education
and a shrinking share of the government education budget. Cost-effective delivery of university education requires
designing appropriate programs and admissions policies that do not compromise academic standards. This paper criti-
cally analyzes the admissions policy by the University of the West Indies (UWI) of increasing the share of part-time
students in undergraduate enrolment. Using data on student grades in first year courses in social science, the paper
shows that part-time students are significantly more likely to fail these courses than full-time students, even after
controlling for observable differences in age, sex, choice of major and pre-entry qualifications. Given the profile of
the typical part-time student at UWI, the paper suggests that lower motivation and greater time constraints account for
the poor performance of these students, and proposes two solutions to reduce the social cost of high failure associated
with part-time students [JEL: I22, I28]. 1999 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Research and debate on education policy in
developing countries has centered on primary and sec-
ondary schooling for two main reasons. First, the social
benefits of schooling, an important justification for active
state intervention in the sector, is estimated to be highest
at lower levels of schooling (Psacharopoulos, 1985), and
second, the low average level of schooling in most
developing countries makes discussion about tertiary
level education policy seem frivolous. Yet at the same
time, and possibly as a consequence, it is apparent that
significant excess demand for highly skilled workers
exists in most developing countries, and many studies
estimate large private rates of return to post-secondary
and university education (higher than for primary or sec-
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ondary schooling) in these economies (Deolalikar, 1993;
Vijverberg, 1993; Handa, 1995). Moreover it is clear that
economic development cannot be achieved by primary
and secondary school graduates alone.

This paper contributes to the heretofore scanty policy
discussion around university education in developing
countries by evaluating the admissions policy of the
Mona (Jamaica) campus of the University of the West
Indies (UWI), currently the only publicly supported uni-
versity serving the entire English speaking Caribbean.
Given the critically important role of the UWI as an
affordable training ground for the future leaders of the
region,1 and the systematic transfer of Jamaican govern-
ment expenditure away from the social services and

1 For example, the current heads of government of Jamaica
and Barbados are graduates of the UWI, as is the Governor of
the Bank of Jamaica, the country’s central bank.
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towards debt service payment,2 the UWI must seek
imaginative and cost-effective ways of delivering rel-
evant tertiary education to citizens of the region. The
recent trend in the UWI admission policy has been to
increase the overall number of admissions in response to
the growing demand for tertiary education in the Carib-
bean, with a special emphasis on increasing part-time
enrolment. We document and analyze one particular
dimension of this admission policy—the proliferation
and excessive failure rate of part-time students—and
offer a policy response which might reduce the social
cost imposed by these students on the educational sys-
tem, and thus lead to a more cost effective use of
resources at UWI. The social cost arises because the
private cost of education at UWI-Mona accounts for
approximately 20 percent of the cost of educating a stud-
ent, thus raising concern about the expenditure of public
funds. While we would concede that a student failing a
course does not mean that nothing has been learnt by
that student, we contend that all other things being equal
a student who passes a course would have learnt more
than a failing student. From a cost and benefit perspec-
tive it therefore makes sense to achieve a higher pass
rate.

We begin our analysis by documenting the recent
trend in admissions at UWI-Mona, and show the startling
difference in failure rates between full-time and part-
time students on campus. Section 3 then provides an
econometric analysis of the determinants of failure in six
core introductory courses in the Faculty of Social
Science at Mona, using a unique data set we obtained
from the University admissions office. We find that even
after controlling for observable differences such as pre-
entry qualifications, demographic characteristics and
major field of study, the failure rate of part-time students
is significantly higher than that of full-time students.
Section 4 discusses some reasons for this part-time prob-
lem at UWI, and offers some possible solutions.
Specifically, we argue that part-time students face tighter
time constraints due to employment commitments, which
inhibit their success at UWI-Mona. In the absence of
punitive sanctions against regular failure, part-time stu-
dents do not allocate sufficient time to school, and end
up with high failure rates. Two policy responses are pro-
posed: the first is to offer a separate degree program (in
the evenings) for part-time students as is done in most
major universities in North America and Europe; the

2 Debt service payments presently eat up over 40 percent of
government expenditure, compared to 22 percent received by
social and community services. In a recent meeting with the Uni-
versity’s Academic Council (1996), the Jamaican Prime Minister
stressed the need for the UWI to seek other sources of funding
as the country needed to focus its scarce education dollars on
primary and secondary level schooling.

second is to implement punitive measures such as
additional fees for those who regularly fail courses, or
who fail the same course several times.

This paper will not only assist administrators at the
UWI develop programs and admissions policy, but
should be helpful to tertiary institutions, both public and
private, in other developing countries that must respond
to excess demand for post-secondary schooling in the
face of shrinking social sector budgets.

2. Recent admissions trends, failure rates and
student profiles

The demand for tertiary education in Jamaica has risen
dramatically over the last decade as private individuals
have responded to firms’ need for flexibility and
increased productivity in a new open economic environ-
ment.3 In the 8-year period between academic years 1984
and 1992 enrolment in first degrees at the Mona campus
increased by 28 percent (PIOJ, various years), while the
rate of increase in part-time students was 51 percent. The
increase in part-timers was especially heavy in the Fac-
ulty of Social Sciences, where total enrolment increased
by 60 percent and part-time enrolment by 85 percent. By
1992 approximately 46 percent of all first degree stu-
dents in social sciences (and 27 percent of all students
on campus) were part-time.

The increase in the part-time enrolment is fueled in
part by an attempt to make university education available
to those persons who have not been able to climb the
educational ladder in the traditional way.4 It is felt by
UWI decision makers that the traditional educational
route is elitist5 and that some accommodation should be
accorded those who are unable to travel that route. This
has meant admitting people with alternative qualifi-
cations such as teacher college certificates and junior col-
lege diplomas. Since these alternative routes are longer,
UWI students who use these routes tend to be older
(approximately 7 to 8 years older) and with employment
and/or family commitments, and therefore seek to pursue
their UWI education on a part-time basis.

While the increase in enrolment at the Mona Campus

3 In Jamaica primary school enrolment is universal, secondary
school enrolment 60 percent and tertiary (university) enrolment
6 percent.

4 The traditional path to a UWI degree is obtaining a place in
a traditional grammar high school at age 11 or 12 (approximately
one in six persons in this age cohort are given this opportunity),
passing 5 or more O’levels 5 years later and then 2 or more A’le-
vels at age 18 or 19.

5 Handa (1996) shows that socio-economic status, particularly
family income, is the most important determinant of enrolment
in an “academic” high school offering A-Levels in Jamaica.
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Table 1
Failure rates by group

Observations Full-time Part-time T-testa

Full sample 5404 0.175 0.323 212.38
Female 3593 0.174 0.301 28.67
Male 1811 0.177 0.362 28.95
17–19 2118 0.114 0.220 24.86
20–25 1380 0.194 0.299 24.45
26–30 812 0.241 0.319 22.48
31–35 575 0.254 0.397 23.69
36–40 293 0.336 0.333 0.04
41–56 226 0.382 0.495 21.70
Qualifications
Diploma or certificate 427 0.257 0.437 23.96
1–3 O-Levels 632 0.337 0.363 20.68
4–5 O-Levels 1503 0.217 0.380 26.92
6 O-Levels 2708 0.122 0.224 26.45
1 A-Level 77 0.125 0.094 0.40
2–4 A-Levels 435 0.142 0.367 24.03
Major subject
Accounting 773 0.098 0.260 25.66
Economics 288 0.073 0.279 24.72
Government 335 0.235 0.408 22.95
Management 2197 0.172 0.327 28.54
Hotel management 200 0.288 0.261 0.27
Public administration 407 0.447 0.350 1.93
Sociology 248 0.337 0.471 22.06
Other 939 0.132 0.257 24.20
Course
Micro 997 0.207 0.393 26.26
Macro 815 0.163 0.319 25.35
Pre-calculus 374 0.312 0.455 22.81
Statistics 926 0.329 0.528 25.93
Politics 1110 0.093 0.153 22.78
Sociology 1182 0.082 0.176 24.82
Year
Year 1991 1101 0.178 0.285 24.02
Year 1992 1212 0.179 0.298 24.88
Year 1993 1923 0.193 0.361 28.02
Year 1994 1168 0.143 0.344 27.36

aT-test for the difference in failure rate between part-time and full-time students.

has placed a strain on existing resources and facilities,6

the increasing proportion of part-timers in total enrol-
ment has imposed an added burden because of their poor
performance. Over the 4-year period between 1991 and
1994, the failure rate of part-time students in first year
courses in social sciences was 32 percent, compared to
18 percent for full-time students (Table 1, row 1). This
stunning difference in failure rates between full- and
part-time students must be of policy concern to the UWI
if its goal is to maximize the number of graduates subject

6 The plant size of the Mona Campus, especially in social
sciences where enrolment has increased the most, has hardly
changed in the last 30 years.

to a fixed plant size without diminishing the quality of
instruction.

The basic problem, understood by faculty members
but unfortunately not by UWI administration, is that full-
and part-time students attend UWI for fundamentally dif-
ferent reasons. Full-time students tend to come straight
from academically oriented high schools, and are
younger and unlikely to have any labor market experi-
ence. For these students, the choice of major and quality
of degree (first class, second class, etc.) is crucially
important to their future labor market success. Part-time
students, on the other hand, tend to be older and with
lower academic credentials but considerable labor mar-
ket experience. Indeed most choose to attend part-time
precisely because of employment constraints. For this
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group, UWI provides certification for subsequent salary
increments or promotions. These two groups differ not
only in terms of observables (age, qualifications, major),
but also in terms of unobservables (commitment to aca-
demic learning, time available for study, and motivation
for attaining high marks). It is our contention, based on
our experience as lecturers and, in the case of one author,
a student at UWI, that it is precisely these unobservable
differences that play an important role in determining
success at UWI, and which in fact make it virtually
impossible to offer a single undergraduate BA degree
to both groups without either diminishing the quality of
academic standards, or suffering these unusually high
failure rates among part-time students that invariably
burden the scarce resources of the UWI.

3. The determinants of failure in social sciences

This section provides a statistical analysis of the deter-
minants of failure in first year social science courses in
order to identify the possible cause of the poor perform-
ance of part-timers at Mona Campus. Our primary objec-
tive is to see how much of the mean difference in failure
rates between full- and part-time students can be
explained by observable characteristics such as previous
qualifications, age, and major field of study. We also
investigate whether the large difference in failure rates
is driven by large differences among a few group of stu-
dents (defined by their major) or in particular courses.

3.1. Data

Our statistical analysis uses data on student perform-
ance in six large first year introductory undergraduate
courses in the Faculty of Social Sciences at Mona Cam-
pus from 1991 to 1994: microeconomics, macroeconom-
ics, sociology, politics, statistics, and pre-calculus math.
Most of these courses are required for all degree pro-
grams in the social sciences and are taken during the first
year of the 3-year undergraduate program leading to a
BA.7 Each course is one semester long and offered in
both semesters, and in at least one semester the course
is scheduled in the evening to facilitate attendance by
the large number of part-time students who have com-
mitments during the day. Grades in these six courses are
matched to background information on students, taken
from their admissions application form. For each student

7 There are three other large courses in the Faculty for which
data was not available, all from the Department of Management
Studies: Introduction to Financial Accounting, Introduction to
Cost Accounting, and Introduction to Management. However
these courses are compulsory for students in Management Studies
Programs only.

we have their grade in each of the six courses they took
during the 4-year period, as well as their age, sex, major
field of study, and qualification upon entering UWI. We
look at failure rates for students taking the course for the
first time, and have a total of 5404 observations covering
1760 students.

The examination system at UWI-Mona requires all
students registered for a particular subject to sit the same
examinations i.e. in courses where there are multiple
streams for a course, all students registered must take the
same mid-term and final examinations. Day and evening
students, full- and part-time students sit the same exam-
inations and are evaluated by the same examiners. A
passing grade is 40 percent. In most cases the pool of
teachers for the day students is the same pool for the
evening students, i.e. a teacher who teaches introductory
microeconomics in the evening in one semester may
teach it in the day in another.

3.2. Bivariate analysis of failure rates

Table 1 reports failure rates for part-time and full-time
students by demographic group, background qualifi-
cation, major subject and course. In the full sample of
students the failure rate of part-timers is nearly twice that
of full-timers (32 versus 18 percent—row 1). In addition,
in nearly every single category reported in Table 1 the
failure rate of part-timers is higher than the rate for full-
time students, and the difference significant at the 5 per-
cent level or better. The exceptions are students majoring
in Hotel Management and Public Administration where
the failure rate is higher for full-time students (but not
statistically different in the case of Hotel Management);
note that for public administration, this result is due to
the high (i.e. above the mean) failure rate forall students
rather than better performance of part-timers per se. The
other exceptions are students age 36–40 as well as stu-
dents whose highest entry qualification was one A-Level,
although this group is very small (77).

Among part-timers, the highest rates of failure are in
the quantitative subjects (micro, pre-calculus math and
statistics), students majoring in government, sociology
and public administration, and students entering with a
diploma or certificate. This variation in failure rates is
approximately the same among full-timers: high failure
rates are found in pre-calculus math and statistics, in stu-
dents majoring in sociology, public administration and
hotel management, and those entering with a diploma or
certificate. In addition, the failure rate appears to increase
steadily with age for both types of students.

Why do part-time students do so poorly? There are
several possible explanations: part-time students may
have less ability, they may be concentrated in more dif-
ficult majors, they may be “rusty” at formal classroom
learning due to a prolonged absence from school, their
motivation for achievement may be lower if UWI is used
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primarily as a screening or “sheepskin” device, or they
may simply not allocate enough time to studying because
of job and related constraints.8 Table 2 presents summary
statistics of the control variables available in the data
set and used in the regression analysis below.9 Part-time

Table 2
Variable means by student status

Variable Full Full-time Part-time

Failure rate 0.223 0.175 0.323
Part-time 0.322 0.000 1.000
Female 0.665 0.676 0.642
Age group
17–19 0.392 0.506 0.152
20–25 0.255 0.241 0.287
26–30 0.150 0.105 0.245
31–35 0.106 0.073 0.176
36–40 0.054 0.039 0.086
41–56 0.042 0.036 0.055
Qualifications
Diploma certificate 0.079 0.065 0.109
1–3 O-Levels 0.117 0.091 0.172
4–5 O-Levels 0.278 0.254 0.330
6 O-Levels 0.501 0.565 0.366
1 A-Level 0.014 0.007 0.030
2–4 A-Levels 0.080 0.105 0.028
Major
Accounting 0.143 0.162 0.104
Economics 0.053 0.060 0.039
Government 0.062 0.072 0.041
Management 0.407 0.363 0.499
Hotel management 0.037 0.048 0.013
Public administration 0.075 0.041 0.148
Sociology 0.046 0.044 0.049
Other 0.174 0.207 0.103
Course
Micro 0.184 0.190 0.172
Macro 0.151 0.131 0.192
Pre-calculus 0.069 0.063 0.082
Statistics 0.171 0.168 0.177
Politics 0.205 0.228 0.157
Sociology 0.219 0.219 0.218
Year
Year 1991 0.204 0.210 0.191
Year 1992 0.224 0.170 0.338
Year 1993 0.356 0.369 0.329
Year 1994 0.216 0.251 0.142
Observations 5404 3663 1741

8 Note that all of the courses analyzed here are offered both
in the day and evening so that in principle, class schedules should
not directly conflict with labour market related commitments, and
hence be the cause of poor performance.

9 Table A1 in Appendix A provides summary statistics for age,
sex, major and entry qualification for the 1760 individual students
in the sample.

students tend to be older and have different entry quali-
fications than full-timers. The qualification variables are
dummy variables indicating the highest qualification of
each student. Thus, if a student has both 6 O-levels and
4 A-levels, their highest qualification is 4 A-levels and
the 6 O-level dummy variable would be set to 0 for that
student (and the 2–4 A-level dummy variable set to 1)—
these variables are listed in ascending order (lowest
qualification first). There are more full-time students than
part-time students with 2–4 A-levels and 6 O-level quali-
fications, and more part-timers with 4–5 O levels and
diplomas or certificates. These differences might explain
the better performance of full-time students relative to
part-timers if type of qualification, as we would expect,
is correlated with dimensions of student quality such as
innate ability or motivation.

Both full- and part-time students are concentrated in
Management Studies, but more so for part-timers (42
versus 23 percent); part-timers are also bunched in Pub-
lic Administration (14 percent) while full-time students
are more evenly spread among the other majors. In all
these courses there is a large “other” category rep-
resenting students from outside the Faculty of Social
Sciences, (arts, natural sciences, medicine, nursing, law,
and education). Since the poor performance of part-time
students may be due to their differing qualifications and
major subjects, rather than time constraints or motivation
per se, we use multivariate analysis to assess the degree
to which these factors “explain” the high failure rate of
this group of students relative to full-timers.

3.3. Multivariate analysis

We view the determination of student success in a
course to be based on three sets of factors:

Success5 F(C 1 Xi 1 ui) (1)

where C are factors common to all students such as
library facilities, access to computers and photocopiers
and general infra-structural conditions;Xi is a vector of
individual observable characteristics such as age, sex,
and major; andui is a vector of unobservable individual
specific factors including motivation and ability.C is
common to all students in our sample and so is not
explicitly included in our model. However, we allow for
possible changes in common environmental factors over
time with 3-year dummies indicating the academic year
in which the student took the course.

Observable individual characteristics that we have
available are age, sex, major, and entry qualification of
the student, the last of which will be correlated with
unobservable characteristics such as ability and motiv-
ation. We include two other variables to capture the
impact of unobserved individual specific factors on suc-
cess. The first is the course in which the student received
the observed grade, which will control for the student’s
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ability in (or taste for) quantitative versus qualitative
material. The second is a dummy variable indicating the
registration status of the student (part-time versus full-
time). As mentioned earlier, we believe this variable is
correlated with some of the important unobservable indi-
vidual characteristics of the student that are important
determines of success at UWI. In particular, based on
our experience as faculty members, we believe that part-
time students are more time constrained due to work and
family obligations, and have fundamentally different
motivations for enroling at UWI. Finally, our dependent
variable takes the value 1 if the student received a failing
mark in the course, and 0 if the student passed.

Table 3 reports probit estimates of the determinants of
failure, estimated over the entire sample of 5404 obser-
vations. Since students can appear more than once in our
sample, we estimate a random effects probit model to
allow for possible correlation among observations that
come from the same student—this estimated correlation
is presented at the bottom of the table. The raw means
in Table 1 imply a 14-percentage point difference in the
failure rates of part-time and full-time students. After
adjusting for sex and age this difference drops to 9.15
percentage points (column 1 of Table 3) and is still
highly statistically significant. The age dummies are
highly significant and indicate that the probability of fail-
ure increases steadily with age. Notice also that women
are less likely to fail (the coefficient becomes significant
in models 3 and 4 of Table 3), a result that is consistent
with the well known male educational under perform-
ance in Jamaica (Miller, 1991, Figueroa, 1996).

The next three columns in Table 3 include additional
covariates to the regression model to see if they explain
away the difference in failure rates—they do not. Model
2 includes the qualification dummy variables (diploma or
certificate is the excluded category) and they are jointly
significant (see chi-squared test at the bottom of column
2) but the probability associated with “part-time” actu-
ally increases slightly to 9.45 percentage points in this
specification. The results for the pre-entry qualification
variables indicate that students with at least 6 O-levels
are less likely to fail relative to those with just a diploma
or certificate. This result has clear implications for
admission policy, at least in the Faculty of Social
Sciences.

Model 3 adds variables indicating the major subject
of the student to the list of explanatory variables
(management is excluded), and these reduce the impact
of “part-time” to 9.14 but itsz-statistic is still very high.
Finally, Model 4 includes the course variables (sociology
is excluded) and although these are jointly significant,
they still do not explain away the difference in failure
rates between full- and part-time students. All of the
course variables except for Politics are individually sig-
nificant, indicating much higher failure rates in these
courses relative to sociology. The coefficient of “part-

time” in Model 4 implies that even after controlling for
observable differences in pre-entry qualifications, demo-
graphics, course and major, the failure rate of part-time
students is 8.86 percentages points higher than that of
full-timers.

Since the raw difference in failure rates from Table 1
is 14.8 percentage points, only 6 percentage points of
this difference (or 40.5 percent—less than half) is
attributable to the variables included in Model 4. The
remaining 8-percentage point gap may reflect differences
in student quality that are not captured by previous quali-
fication or the selection into major subjects, but based
on our teaching experience in the Faculty, we believe
that a significant portion of this unexplained gap is due
to the more severe time and motivational constraints
faced by part-time students which inhibits their aca-
demic performance.

3.4. Sub-sample analysis

In this section we estimate separate regressions for
each course and for each major, in order to determine
precisely where part-time students suffer the most. This
is of potential policy importance since it reveals whether
the overall poor performance of part-timers is being
driven by exceptionally high failure rates (after con-
trolling for demographics and other observed
differences) in any one particular course or major field,
or poor performances everywhere. The former would
imply a policy-response directed to a particular course
or major, while the latter would necessitate a broader
response.

Table 4 presents the coefficient estimates for each
course derived from probit models of the kind presented
in Table 3. Due to small sample sizes we combine the
36–40 and 41–56 age group into one category, and
replace the two A-level dummy variables with one
dummy variable indicating whether the student received
any A-levels at all.

Recall from Table 1 that the highest mean failure rates
were in the quantitative subjects: statistics, pre-calculus
and micro. In a multivariate framework, the largest pen-
alty for being a part-time student is in Statistics (where
part-timers have a 15.24 percent higher probability of
failing) and pre-calculus, with macro and micro close
behind. the point estimate of “part-time” in sociology is
also significant, while in politics there is no penalty for
being a part-time student.

It is interesting to check whether students do well in
their own major subject. Economics majors are less
likely (relative to management majors) to fail micro,
macro, pre-calculus and statistics, but only in statistics
is the coefficient statistically significant. Similarly,
government majors are less likely to fail politics
(coefficient estimate is2 0.299) but this is not signifi-
cant. The surprising result is that relative to management
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Table 3
Probit estimates of probability of failing

Base (1) Add qualifications (2) Add major (3) Add course (4)

Variable Coefficient z Coefficient z Coefficient z Coefficient z

Female 20.065 (1.19) 20.091 (1.68) 20.137 (2.48) 20.137 (2.32)
Age group
20–25 0.330 (4.87) 0.228 (3.25) 0.203 (2.87) 0.219 (2.88)
26–30 0.444 (5.61) 0.243 (2.86) 0.193 (2.24) 0.195 (2.08)
31–35 0.567 (6.91) 0.363 (3.90) 0.325 (3.41) 0.308 (3.06)
36–40 0.605 (5.22) 0.356 (2.71) 0.314 (2.40) 0.308 (2.16)
41–56 0.880 (8.74) 0.620 (5.32) 0.632 (5.44) 0.692 (5.57)
Part time 0.318 (5.74) 0.330 (6.01) 0.323 (5.64) 0.331 (5.41)
Probabilitya 0.0915 0.0945 0.0914 0.0886
Qualifications
1–3 O-Levels 0.077 (0.79) 0.078 (0.82) 0.090 (0.86)
4–5 O-Levels 0.042 (0.49) 0.059 (0.69) 0.044 (0.48)
6 O-Levels 20.287 (3.14) 20.245 (2.63) 20.300 (2.98)
1 A-Level 20.641 (2.45) 20.599 (2.27) 20.684 (2.45)
2–4 A-Levels 20.031 (0.35) 20.003 (0.03) 20.022 (0.23)
Major
Accounting 20.185 (2.14) 20.162 (1.75)
Economics 20.327 (2.34) 20.303 (2.00)
Government 0.308 (3.34) 0.389 (3.87)
Hotel management 0.319 (2.28) 0.343 (2.28)
Public administration 0.170 (1.76) 0.277 (2.67)
Sociology 0.345 (3.72) 0.488 (4.87)
Other 20.237 (3.47) 0.032 (0.43)
Course
Micro 0.762 (11.22)
Macro 0.502 (6.95)
Pre-calculus 1.046 (11.96)
Statistics 1.078 (16.37)
Politics 0.086 (1.27)
Year
1992 20.002 (0.03) 0.016 (0.21) 0.018 (0.25) 20.008 (0.11)
1993 0.134 (2.14) 0.150 (2.39) 0.160 (2.51) 0.142 (2.10)
1994 20.005 (0.07) 20.003 (0.05) 0.021 (0.29) 20.078 (1.01)
Constant 21.511 (16.17) 21.292 (10.40) 21.259 (9.46) 21.836 (12.09)
Chi-square 205.100 236.280 328.59 563.26
Within cluster correlation 0.144 0.141 0.126 0.142
Log-likelihood 22708.450 22678.590 22632.68 22428.86
Chi-squareb (additional vars.) 33.92 71.16 360.08

Dependent variable equals 1 if failed course, 0 otherwise. Maximum likelihood random effects probit estimates.
aProbability associated with the coefficient of the variable “part-time”.
bChi-squared test for joint significance of additional variables. In column 2, for example, these are the qualification variables.

majors, sociology majors are significantlymore likely to
fail sociology. Finally, in terms of the qualification vari-
able, having 6 O-levels plays an important role in reduc-
ing the probability of failure in micro and statistics—
recall that statistics has the highest failure rates of all
these courses.

Summary of random effects probit regression results
estimated by major subject are presented in Table 5.
Table 1 indicated that the highest raw failure rates are
among sociology and government majors, but after con-

trolling for qualifications and other observable variables
part-time students in government are not significantly
more likely to fail than their full-time counterparts, while
amongst sociology majors the “part-time” effect, though
quantitatively large (12.13 percent), is only significant at
10 percent.10 Instead the largest penalty for being a part-

10 The implication is that students with lesser qualifications
tend to major in these two subjects.
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Table 4
Probit coefficient estimates for probability of failing by course

Micro (1) Macro (2) Pre-calculus (3)

Variable Coefficient z Coefficient z Coefficient z

Female 0.186 (1.82) 20.043 (0.38) 20.238 (1.58)
Age group
20–25 0.660 (5.11) 0.341 (2.22) 20.124 (0.63)
26–30 0.590 (3.47) 0.223 (1.21) 20.106 (0.43)
31–35 0.721 (3.84) 0.798 (3.85) 0.097 (0.33)
36–56 1.113 (4.97) 0.623 (2.64) 0.244 (0.71)
Part-time 0.312 (2.72) 0.360 (3.04) 0.300 (1.84)
Probabilitya 9.010 9.500 11.160
Qualifications
1–3 O-Levels 0.070 (0.34) 0.446 (2.18) 0.203 (0.64)
4–5 O-Levels 20.257 (1.40) 0.315 (1.72) 0.305 (1.12)
6 O-Levels 20.715 (3.74) 20.175 (0.89) 20.084 (0.30)
Any A-Levels 20.354 (1.79) 20.105 (0.50) 20.354 (1.43)
Major
Accounting 20.226 (1.39) 0.071 (0.39) 20.377 (1.94)
Economics 20.470 (1.77) 20.358 (1.18) 20.389 (1.03)
Government 0.766 (3.91) 0.640 (2.60) 0.752 (1.30)
Hotel management 0.405 (1.62) 0.790 (2.97) 0.213 (0.71)
Public administration 0.453 (2.56) 0.423 (2.25) 20.005 (0.02)
Sociology 0.742 (2.55) 0.896 (4.37)
Other 0.514 (3.61) 0.573 (3.23) 0.697 (1.08)
Chi-square 207.04 141.32 35.28
Log-likelihood 2444.69 2361.72 2227.46
Observations 997 815 374

Statistics (4) Government (5) Sociology (6)

Variable Coefficient z Coefficient z Coefficient z

Female 20.124 (1.29) 20.405 (3.66) 20.402 (3.63)
Age group
20–25 20.017 (0.14) 0.059 (0.42) 0.324 (2.05)
26–30 0.108 (0.69) 20.292 (1.37) 0.503 (2.74)
31–35 0.183 (1.03) 20.302 (1.29) 0.274 (1.36)
36–56 0.563 (2.88) 0.226 (0.96) 0.412 (1.97)
Part-time 0.401 (3.92) 0.162 (1.20) 0.356 (3.15)
Probabilitya 15.240 2.580 6.000
Qualifications
1–3 O-Levels 20.034 (0.18) 0.161 (0.69) 20.146 (0.83)
4–5 O-Levels 0.038 (0.23) 0.055 (0.26) 20.098 (0.61)
6 O-Levels 20.346 (2.04) 20.149 (0.67) 20.222 (1.18)
Any A-Levels 20.018 (0.11) 0.012 (0.06) 20.013 (0.06)
Major
Accounting 20.535 (3.70) 0.065 (0.38) 0.117 (0.63)
Economics 20.489 (2.51) 20.016 (0.07) 0.149 (0.56)
Government 0.521 (3.20) 20.299 (1.25) 0.339 (1.49)
Hotel management 0.244 (1.09) 0.453 (1.82) 20.051 (0.14)
Public administration 0.123 (0.67) 0.251 (1.35) 0.377 (2.04)
Sociology 0.775 (4.04) 20.336 (1.04) 0.507 (2.53)
Other 20.345 (1.86) 20.370 (2.26) 0.145 (0.97)
Chi-square 156.65 64.89 62.41
Log-likelihood 2538.68 2345.56 2382.84
Observations 926 1110 1182

Coefficients andz-statistics are from probit estimation where the dependent variable equals 1 if failed course and 0 otherwise. Constant
and three year dummies not shown.
aProbability associated with the coefficient of the variable “part-time”.
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Table 5
Summary of probit estimates for the variable “part-time” by major subject

Major Coefficient z Probabilitya Observations

Economics 0.877 2.37 9.79 288
Accounting 0.582 2.62 11.32 773
Government 0.370 1.45 10.51 335
Sociology 0.339 1.70 12.13 248
Management 0.354 3.72 9.87 2197
Hotel management 0.018 0.04 0.54 200
Public administration 20.279 1.16 10.47 407
Other 0.480 3.55 9.36 939

Coefficients andz-statistics are from random effects probit estimation where the dependent variable equals 1 if failed course and 0
otherwise. Sub-samples are based on students’ major field, and estimates include controls for year, course, pre-university qualification,
age and sex.
aProbability associated with the coefficient of the variable “part-time”.

time student occurs to those majoring in accounting
(11.3-percentage point difference), economics (9.8-per-
centage point difference) and management (9.9-percent-
age point difference). The large and statistically signifi-
cant effect of part-time status among management
majors is interesting. Nearly half of all part-time students
major in management studies, and this department has
done the most in the Faculty to accommodate these stu-
dents through class scheduling, offering shorter diploma
and certificate programs and other arrangements, yet
even here, part-time students continue to perform sig-
nificantly worse than their full-time colleagues. While
these adjustments have undoubtedly made it convenient
for part-time students to major in management by
allowing them more flexibility in meeting their job obli-
gations, these organizational changes have still not been
able to mitigate one essential handicap faced by part-
time students—their lack of time.

4. Discussion

Part-time students admitted to UWI-Mona come with
a large social cost, due to their excessive rate of failure.
With an overall failure rate of 32 percent, each part-time
student pays fees for one student but uses up resources
for 1 and one-third students. Given the rapid increase in
the ratio of part-time to full-time students (30 percent in
1992), the overall burden of this group on educational
resources at UWI-Mona is an extra cost the University
can ill-afford. What are the options?

The policy response depends on the reason for the
increased proportion of part-time students on campus, as
well as the motivation of these students for pursuing a
UWI degree. The increased proportion of part-time stu-
dents is related to income constraints at the household or
individual level as well as the increased cost of tertiary
education due to cutbacks in government funding—more

and more students simply cannot afford to attend UWI
full-time.

Developments in the labor market have also influ-
enced the surge in part-time enrolment at UWI. At the
firm level, promotional ladders increasingly require ter-
tiary level certification from workers, and it is this
“sheepskin” effect which seems to be the primary cause
of the recent proliferation of part-time students on cam-
pus. One manifestation of this drive for certification is
the absence of students interested in the quest for knowl-
edge or intellectual stimulation, but who instead are con-
cerned with every minute detail of the evaluation pro-
cedure. Further evidence of this screening regime is in
the distribution of program enrolment in Social Sciences.
According to PIOJ, over 40 percent of all part-time stu-
dents in social sciences in 1992/93 were enrolled in a
diploma or certificate program instead of a full 3-year
bachelor’s program.11 Finally, while the rate of return to
post-secondary schooling in Jamaica is 36 percent, it
jumps to an astounding 50 percent for individuals over
age 40 (Handa, 1995).12

Because UWI is used by part-timers as a certification
rather than educational device, a part-time student’s
actual grade or standing is of limited importance—the
important thing is to eventually pass the course. And
because there are no punitive sanctions against repeat
failures (such as probation, expulsion, or monetary
fines), time constrained part-time students have a power-
ful incentive to only put in the minimum effort necessary
to pass the course. However, since a student’s final mark
depends on effort plus a random component, cost minim-

11 Management studies offers both a diploma and certificate
program, and there is a certificate course in public administration.

12 This is estimated from a Mincerian earnings function using
national household data from 1993, and controls for region of
residence, age, gender and occupation.
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izing part-time students who aim for a minimum pass
are more likely to fail for any given negative realization
of the random component of their mark.

There are two broad policy choices in our view. The
first is to work within the existing framework and create
better incentives for students to pass, by essentially
increasing the cost of failure. Some obvious instruments
are extra registration fees for taking the same course
again, or probationary periods triggered by course fail-
ure, followed by eventual expulsion. However, caution is
required in implementing such punitive measures against
failure for two important reasons. First, there is a clear
culture of failure at UWI (the overall failure rate of 23
percent is high by any standard) which stems from the
authoritarian and patriarchal relationship between stud-
ent and teacher instilled at a very early age in the
Jamaican school system. Second, the complementary
inputs to successful academic performance such as study
space, library books and journals, photocopiers, and
computers are in short supply on campus. The shortage
of these inputs is out of the students’ control, yet has an
important negative impact on student performance.

The second policy response is to follow the lead of
most other major universities in North America and Eur-
ope and offer a separate degree program for students who
work, and thus cannot attend school full-time during the
day. This night school or “continuing education” program
would be separate from the day school and offer a differ-
ent degree, but could still use the existing plant for deliv-
ery of courses. Although the same courses would be
offered in the night school, the pedagogical orientation of
these courses would be more practical and applied, rather
than theoretical and academic, recognizing that the school
would be fulfilling the demand for tertiary level certifi-
cation from a particular group in the society.

The night school or school of continuing education
would be more cost-effective for several reasons. First,
because of its teaching rather than research/academic
orientation, it would not require lecturers with PhDs.
Second, course content and requirements would not be
required to meet the rigorous academic standards of a
major research oriented university, which should reduce
the failure rate of part-time students. Third, by channeling
part-time students away from the day school, the academic
standard of courses can be maintained in the regular bach-
elor’s programs. Finally, the implied reduction in class
sizes and teaching loads in the day school would allow
faculty members to devote more time to academic activity.
These benefits are well known in other parts of the world,
which is why most major universities in North America
have an affiliated evening program designed for part-time
and usually “mature” students.

A separate part-time program with different (lower) cer-
tification, would no doubt lead to a lower level of perform-
ance by part-time students than is the current situation if
there are no other changes made. This would result

because the environment in which they would operate
would be less demanding with full-time students removed.
Provided this new certification satisfies the screening
requirements of employers it will continue to be
demanded, as evidenced by the success of non-degree
granting colleges in North America. In fact, there is evi-
dence that for returning students, the typical 4-year bach-
elor’s program is not the most efficient route to increased
labor market earnings. For example, Leigh and Gill (1997)
provide evidence that for returning (mature) students in
the United States, the labor market returns to certificates
and associate degrees arehigher than for continuing stu-
dents (individuals who do not interrupt their studies),
while the returns to a 4-year college degree arelower for
returning students than for continuing students.13 Grubb
(1993) also shows that the impact of other “sub-baccalaur-
eate” degrees has a positive effect on wages by allowing
access to jobs with more potential for on-the-job experi-
ence and education related experience. It is thus possible
that the creation of a separate part-time program with
changes in the pedagogical orientation of the delivery of
this program could lead to an increase in demand for
higher education by working adults.

From a policy perspective developing countries with
very little resources (very few universities) must answer
the question of how to deliver a high class education to
the prospective leaders of their respective societies while
at the same time giving an opportunity for non-traditional
students to further their education.

5. Conclusion

This paper critically assesses the recent increase in part-
time admissions at the UWI-Mona. The failure rate of
part-time students is almost twice that of full-timers (32
versus 18 percent). Using student level course grades and
information from admissions records, we estimate that less
than half of this difference is explained by differences in
pre-entry qualifications, demographic characteristics and
choice of major, leaving an “unexplained” difference of 9
percentage points. We attribute this remaining difference
to two factors: different (lower) levels of motivation and
greater time constraints for part-time students. The results
and discussion in this study will be useful to two sets of
people: UWI administrators and policy makers, and uni-
versity level administrators and Ministry of Education pol-
icy makers in other developing countries.

For the first group the following key points are revealed
by the statistical analysis of failure rates. First, students
with 6 O-levels or more are less likely to fail than those
with diplomas or certificates, the quantitative subjects

13 Increased labor market earnings may not be the only deter-
minant of the choice to pursue a post-secondary degree.
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Appendix A

Table A1
Student level summary statistics

Variable Mean Std. dev.

Part-time 0.293 (0.46)
Female 0.708 (0.45)
Age group
17–19 0.380 (0.49)
20–25 0.231 (0.42)
26–30 0.146 (0.35)
31–35 0.109 (0.31)
36–40 0.068 (0.25)
41–56 0.066 (0.25)
Qualification
Diploma or certificate 0.104 (0.31)
1–3 O-Levels 0.130 (0.34)
4–5 O-Levels 0.296 (0.46)
6 O-Levels 0.448 (0.50)
1 A-Level 0.013 (0.11)
2–4 A-Levels 0.069 (0.25)
Major
Accounting 0.096 (0.29)
Economics 0.038 (0.19)
Government 0.047 (0.21)
Management 0.291 (0.45)
Hotel management 0.026 (0.16)
Public administration 0.066 (0.25)
Sociology 0.048 (0.21)
Other 0.385 (0.49)
Observations 1760

(statistics, pre-calculus and microeconomics) have the
highest failure rates, and sociology and public adminis-
tration majors are more likely than other majors to fail.
Second, the “penalty” for being a part-time student is gre-
atest among economics, accounting and management
majors, and least among government and public adminis-
tration majors. In the case of public administration this
result is due to the very high failure rates of all students
majoring in this field.

For university administrators and education policy mak-
ers in the Caribbean and other developing countries who
face increasing public pressure to expand university access
in spite of shrinking social sector budgets, it is very tempt-
ing to expand admissions in the direction of part-time stu-
dents. Doing so allows access to more students for fewer
classes per semester, making the increase in enrolment
more manageable under fixed resource constraints. Results
from UWI-Mona indicate however, that this strategy can
in fact lead to greater inefficiency because of the much
higher failure (and thus repeat) rates of part-time students.

Our experience at UWI suggests that the higher failure
rate of part-time students is due to two main reasons, both
stemming from the particular characteristics of this group

of students. First, the primary objective for part-time stu-
dents to attend UWI-Mona is to gain a tertiary level cre-
dential rather than academic interest or labor market sig-
naling, which leads to lower effort levels. Second, part-
time students at UWI-Mona are predominantly mature stu-
dents with considerable labor market experience and com-
mitments. This characteristic implies that their overall
time constraints are much tighter than full-time students.
Because there are no punitive sanctions against failure at
UWI-Mona, students who face no labor market sanctions
from repeated failure have very little incentive to put in
more than the minimum effort to pass.

We offer two clear policy choices. The first entails a
fundamental recognition that, at least in the case of
Jamaica, there is a substantial demand for a prestigious
UWI credential among mid-career professionals who may
have reached a glass ceiling in their careers. Mixing these
students with more academically oriented, younger candi-
dates straight out of high school leads to disparity in out-
comes and eventual erosion of academic quality. The sol-
ution is to offer a separate degree program for mature,
mid-career professionals emphasizing practical and
applied course material. The second, less sweeping but no
less important, policy initiative is to raise the cost of fail-
ure through punitive sanctions such as additional fees for
repeating a course, academic probation, and eventual
expulsion for repeated poor performance.
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