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SUMMARY

The ideal use of a university student’s free time (UFT) is one that helps to increase their academic performance (AP). Investigators report that Internality (IT), certain teaching methods (TM) and time management skills contribute to academic success. The results of how these factors contribute to students’ AP are unknown to Venezuela. The objective of our investigation was to see how the students’ AP was related to the variables UFT, IT and TM. The method we used to investigate this was the exploratory expost- facto. The variables were studied and defined as follows: 

a) UFT: The activities that bring satisfaction to the student, which can be categorized as use or non- use of their time.

b) IT: the belief in personal control, measured as high, medium or low.

c) TM: the approach of the professor, categorized as traditional, innovative or traditional- innovative.

d) AP: The student’s progress throughout the program, measured as good, regular or deficient.

A significant statistical relationship (p<0.01) was found between the students’ UFT, IT, TM, and AP. Those that used their free time had a better AP than those who did not. Furthermore, students with a high IT resulted in an even higher AP. Lastly, the highest AP resulted from students with a combined TM. The TM and UFT were then placed into a multiple linear regression model to explain the student’s AP. A relationship was found between the students’ AP, UFT, IT and the professor’s TM. However, only the UFT and the TM define the student’s AP. These results will help us make decisions to improve students’ AP.

INTRODUCTION
It becomes difficult to conceptualize the term ‘free time’ because ‘free time’ does not define any finite action or contain any good or bad connotations. The importance of ‘free time’ lies in how we use it. It is surprising to see how today’s society has become so accustomed to a mechanized and automated lifestyle. People do not need to make such and effort to travel, study, work, or even be involved at home. This sudden change in lifestyle has brought a decline in physical and mental activities. Lema (1998), in his article Recreation, Free Time, and Education, discusses two distinct environments that an individual begins to recognize. One dedicated to work and the other to alleviate the stress caused by the work environment. Lema (1998) further states that free time gives the individual enough rest and entertainment needed to handle the stress. Lema’s work promotes extra- curricular activities in which everyone could participate, promoting both mental and physical health. Examples of these activities include: Outings, recreational sports, going to the park and public events.

Recreational, cultural, physical and social activities enrich the lives of the individual, family, and society. This is generally known and understood, which begs the question; what opinions do university students have about the use of their free time? Answering this brings up yet another question; what tendencies do these students have, in regards to the use of their free time inside and outside their university?

Martinez-Otero (2000,) points out that there is evidence supporting family social and recreational activities as a good indicator of the influence that the family exerts over the student’s school performance. From this we can see that it would be beneficial to the student to properly manage their free time in order to combine formation and diversion (entertainment). Most academic institutions provide spaces for university students to have activities ranging from reading rooms to sports facilities, as well as organized students groups that offer the student an opportunity to share their free time in a pleasant way.   It is important to have a positive influence on the student’s use of free time especially if it helps to lower the stress and tensions caused by their studies.  

The ideal use of free time for university students would be one that complements and supports a good academic performance.  Some studies appear to orientate (use) Martinez-Otero’s research to determine conditions for success in university students. So is the case of Hawes, Donoso and Schmal (2000), who deal with the perception and attribution structures of first year students in University of Talca (Mexico).  Part of this work addressed the factorial analysis on the variables involved in the success of university studies, reporting that 21% and 78% of the respondents considered a great or huge impact respectively, on the item: time management in university studies.   This result concurs with the affirmation of Fernandez (2000), who expressed the necessity of better time management skills and more  intelligent uses of this resource; not only in search of great effectiveness in daily life but also for continuous personal and professional development.

Claiming to encompass an analysis of the significance of the use of free time as substantial support in the academic performance of university students constitutes as a valid initiative. The study of these issues as a whole provides a more integral and broad vision of students’ behavior when facing both personal as academic challenges during their university lifetime.  

In respect to this topic, Nerici who is cited in Diaz Medina and Reyna Camarillo (2000) attributes academic performance to what the student acquired during a period of study, always in reference to a university subject matter or an area of knowledge. Castillo, who is mentioned by these same authors, proposes to revise a series of factors (personal, academic, social) that influence upon the students academic performance and its possible relationship with characteristics of educational organization.  He continues by stating that the students’ personality is the most relevant personal factor in their academic performance and among scholars, methodological and didactic elements are discussed, which could assist or affect academic performance. 

Studies regarding personality highlights internality as a variable that influences students’ academic performance, regardless of their educational year. The internality or locus of control is defined as the belief in personal control (or lack of it) over a person’s life (Romero (1989)).  In this respect, the research conducted by Hawes, Donoso and Schmal (ob. cit) reported that the management of aspects relating to personality (such as dedication, personal effort, responsibility and time management) contributes to university students’ academic success. Their research also emphasizes the interaction of time management and its use with a certain degree of externality, in which external factors refer to as an exchange with friends and study groups, among others.  

In this train of thought, multiple factors influence the personal and academic success of university students. The use of certain techniques or methods of teaching was the objective of Haig Sarkissian’s (2003) investigation. He clearly states that the use of these methods of teaching has a positive effect on the students’ academic performance, contributing to a better presentation of programmatic contents throughout the teaching-learning process. In other words, the use of this method in the academic tasks prevents disorder and improvisation.  

Considering all that has been exhibited and given the scope of work of the authors of the present study, such as the Lisandro Alvarado Centroccidental University, and the existing motivation to investigate that which will help with decisions that improve the academic quality within different fields, the present investigation was prepared. The objective of this investigation was to relate variables: ‘use of free time’, ‘internality’ and ‘teaching methods’ to the academic performance of university students in Barquisimeto, Venezuela, of which the following questions arose: How does the ‘use free time’, ‘internality’ and ‘teaching methods’ relate to the students’ academic performance? Which of these variables explain the academic performance?

METHOD

A database containing 360 4th year Medicine students was used. This database was supplied by the Information System of Epidemiology-Biostatistics Laboratory. The exploratory expost- facto method was then used to find a relationship between the variables and the academic performance of the students. The following variables were studied and defined as follows:

a) Use of Free Time: The activities that bring satisfaction to the student, which can be categorized as the use of their time (Using one or more factors described bellow) or the non- use of their time. The variable ‘Use of Free Time’ was created through the Principal Component Factor Analysis with the objective of developing a factor structure. The factor structure had to have a clear interpretation of the indicators, with the least amount of factors (Visauta (1999)). The following 3 factors were used to obtain the factor solution.

1. Recreational activities- The indicators of this factor were: practicing sports, listening to music, being with friends and going to the movie theatre.

2. Cultural activities- The indicators were: reading, going to the theatre, and going on cultural trips.

3. Social activities- The sole indicator was social work.

b) Total internality: The belief (or non- belief) in personal control over ones personal life. The following scale of internality used measurements from Levenson’s test: High (43- 48 points), Medium (40- 42 points) and Low (Below 40 points).

c) Teaching Method: The approach of the professor, categorized into the following methods:

1. Traditional (plenary sessions)

2. Innovative (Learning from problem solving)

3.  Traditional- innovative (a combination of the previous 2)

d) Academic Performance: The student’s progress throughout the program, expressed as the average of 4th- year students enrolled in Biostatistics, Pathology, Clinical Medicine, and Clinical Surgery. The following qualitative scale was made with 12 points being the lowest and 18 the highest: deficient (12- 13), regular (14- 15), and good (16- 17).

We wanted to relate the tree variables ‘use of free time’, ‘internality’ and ‘teaching methods’ with the student’s academic performance. For this we applied descriptive statistical techniques (average, standard deviation) and inferential statistical techniques (Chi² and Multiple Linear regression analysis). The statistical techniques could as well analyse the variables in conjunction or separate. The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 11.0 was used to process the data.

RESULTS

The average ages of the 4th- year, 2nd semester Medicine students, in Lisandro Alvaro Centroccidental University were 22.84 ± 0.94. 62% of the students were female and the average grade for the students was 14.95 ± 1.17.

According to the data, 57.5% of the students that use their free time have a regular academic performance (Remembering that use of free time includes an activity in at least one of the factors). It is important to note the averages attained by those students who took part in the different factors. The students that mainly practiced recreational, cultural or social activities had an average of 13.65 ± 0.63, 15.26 ± 1.49 and 14.43 ± 0.37 respectively. On the other hand, 75% of students that did not use their free time had a deficient academic performance. These differences are statistically significant (p< 0.01).

When the total internality of the students was compared to their academic performance, it was confirmed that 53.6% of the students with a high internality had a regular academic performance. 31.4% of the students with a high internality had a good academic performance. 70% of the students with a medium internality had an average performance. Out of all the students with a low internality, 45.1% had a regular performance and 33.8% were deficient. These differences were statistically significant (p< 0.01).

It is hard to say that is was by chance that there was a statistical significance between the variables (use of free time, internality and teaching methods) and the student’s academic performance. It is from here that we can see the importance of analyzing the effect of the variables (In conjunction and separate) on the performance, with the objective of applying the multiple linear regression model technique.

 The results show that there was a positive and significant relationship between the students’ performance and the use of their free time (r= 0.304 p<0.01). A positive and significant relationship was as well found between the performance and variable ‘teaching method’ (r=0.448 p<0.001). Both of these relationships varied from moderate to good. In contrast, although the relationship with internality was both positive and significant (r= 0.197 p<0.001), the relationship was low and below the established value (0.20; Kerlinger, 2002).

The data shows that academic performance can be portrayed as a linear combination of the variable ‘use of free time’ and ‘teaching method’. 52.3% represents the percent variation in the variables that were placed in the synthesised model. This result was statistically significant (p< 0.001). The Durban- Watson statistic was 1.60 (approximately 2) which indicated that the errors were not correlated. In other words, the residuals of the model that cannot be explained by the variables adjust accordingly. The variable ‘teaching method’ explained 44.8% of the variation of academic performance when placed first in the regression equation. The variable R2 incremented to 0.075 when variables ‘teaching method’ and ‘use of free time’ were placed into the equation (statistically significant, p< 0.001).

We interpret the great adjustment made to the multiple regression model as the proportion of the total variation made by the variables included in the model. To explain the significant varying portion in academic performance, we looked at the capacity that each variable has (teaching method and use of free time). The capacity was found to be expressed by the adjusted coefficient of multiple correlation (R2). Variables ‘method of teaching’ and ‘use of free time’ explain 58.3% of the variation in the academic performance F (4.267) = 25.191 p<0.001. This indicates that there exists an appropriate adjustment of the data regression model. The obtained results found the coefficients to be 0.448 and 0.408 (level of significance: 0.001). These values provide evidence that the university student’s academic yield can be explained by the use of free time and the professor’s teaching method.

CONCLUSIONS
It was determined that there exists a relationship between the three variable ‘use of free time’, ‘internality’ and ‘teaching method’ and the academic performance. More than fifty percent of the students that used their free time had a regular academic performance (The practice of the factor ‘cultural activities’ resulted in the highest performance). Students that did not use their free time resulted in a deficient performance.

The relationship between the total internality of the student and their academic performance was reaffirmed. Students with a high internality had a greater capacity of converting their motivational potential into concrete actions (reflecting in their grades).

A relationship between the teaching method and performance was as well found, where the traditional- innovative method resulted more effectively with the students.

The teaching method of the professor and use of free time of the students were included in the multiple linear regression model. From here it was seen that the model was in fact appropriate when explaining the students’ academic performance. The model further shows that there exists an appropriate adjustment to the regression model.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The results are relevant enough to be considered by the university authorities. When the time comes to plan out personal development activities, this study should be employed, to increase the participation and benefits of this integral formation of the future professionals in Medicine. We recommend that this study be extended to help orientate the decisions and individual needs of the students. The extension of the study would as well give the scientific support needed, when a decision to incorporate services that help form the student arises. Whether the teaching methods or use of free time were included in this integral formation, both would result in an influence to the student’s academic performance.
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