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ABSTRACT
Academic performance (GPA) is a fundamental factor in student success in college. Therefore, knowing the factors that influence 
it is important for universities. The objective of this research is to identify the determinants of university student academic per-
formance during the first 3 years of its trajectory. The conclusions are based on data describing characteristics and behaviour of 
students who successfully completed three consecutive years of study in 10 public and private universities in Chile. The student 
participants were drawn from a selected list of all non-repeating students who entered the university in 2016 or in 2017. Data 
were collected from admission files and using a self-administered 39-item questionnaire. The questionnaire was applied during 
the first semester of 2021. Data were analysed using multilevel linear regression to control for similarities between students in 
the same programme. The findings show that both pre and post-enrolment variables affect performance. However, the influ-
ence of each factor varies according to the year of study. While, over the years, the importance of gender and secondary school 
grades increases and remains the same, respectively, selection tests are particularly important in the first year. In turn, variables 
associated with university experience, such as the relationship with professors or the occurrence of disruptive situations, affect 
performance from the first to the third year.

1   |   Introduction

University student persistence to graduation is a critical con-
cern not just for students and their families, but also for uni-
versities themselves (Danilowicz-Gosele et al. 2017; Roberts and 
Styron 2010; Tinto 2006). The financial survival of universities 
hinges on their ability to graduate professionals who will play 
critical roles in the future development of society. Low student 
achievement and abandonment of their studies before certifi-
cation of their readiness implies a misuse of valuable resources 
(Hardy and Marcotte 2020).

Academic performance reflected in the university students 
graduate point average (GPA), is a major predictor of graduation 
(Yue and Fu 2017). As the literature review that follows below 
shows, however, student persistence to graduation is influenced 
by other factors as well. Earlier research focused on variables 
measuring pre-university experiences. For example, the proba-
bility of graduation was associated with the kind of high school 
attended (Engberg and Wolniak  2010). Universities relied on 
achievement tests to predict university GPA, but some research-
ers questioned their predictive validity (e.g. Galla et  al.  2019). 
Researchers identified post-enrolment factors that influenced 
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