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Abstract

This study aims to analyse group characteristics and investigate factors
influencing academic performance and engagement in a group of students
enrolled in the Pedagogy of Primary and Preschool Education, Blended
Learning (PPPEDI) bachelor’s degree program at the University of
Oradea. Using a mixed-methods approach, mostly quantitative data were
collected via a structured questionnaire from 57 students, in the end of the
2023-2024 academic year. This initial group of participants was formed
from 98% females with a median age of 33 years, 77% employed and 59%
parents. The study proposes to describe group profile and to analyse
academic performance in relation to diverse factors: socio- demographic,
economic, educational background related, academic engagement,
difficulties, abilities and performance, psychological well-being, self-
efficacy, life satisfaction, neuropsychological factors (Attention-Deficit/
Hyperactivity Disorder [ADHD] and dyslexia) and social support. The
current article presents methodological aspects of the study, while the
group profile and factors analysis results will be subsequently presented in
papers organized by main relevant themes. Despite its reliance on self-
reported data (although with some checks) and modest sample size in this
initial cohort, the study advances towards future clarifications of group
profile and complex interplay of psychological, social, and academic
factors affecting the Romanian students in blended learning bachelor’s
degree program at PPPE.
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Blended learning (BL) format differentiates as an educational model
designed for adult learners who seek flexibility in their studies, often
balancing work, family, and other responsibilities. This form of hybrid
learning combines both face-to-face and online academic activities,
allowing students to access course materials and participate in assessments
asynchronously or synchronously. The primary advantage of BL study
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programs relies on their adaptability to the unique needs of adult learners
who may be employed, have families, or live far from educational
institutions. The flexibility in course scheduling, use of e-learning
platforms, and continuous assessment methods make these programs
accessible and efficient educational options for many adults (Racasan et al.,
2024, in press).

Adult learners often face additional challenges, including financial
constraints, caregiving duties, and high levels of stress due to balancing
multiple responsibilities (Mozelius, & Rydell, 2017). Studies show that
students who are proactive in managing their time and participating in both
face-to-face and online activities are more likely to thrive academically
(Garrison & Vaughan, 2008). The academic performance and engagement
of students in BL programs proved to be influenced by a variety of factors,
such as self-regulation (Broadbent, & Poon, 2015; Knowles, 1980; Laurian-
Fitzgerald et al., 2018), time management and engagement in blended
learning components (ibidem; Garrison & Vaughan, 2008; Zimmerman,
2002). Moreover, students’ motivation, technological skills, and access to
support systems play a critical role in their ability to succeed in BL
academical study programs. Strong instructor support, clear communication,
and personalized feedback are essential to keep students motivated and on
track (Shea et al., 2006).

On the other hand, students with ADHD, anxiety, and depression
tend to score lower in the last semester compared to their peers without
these disorders (DuPaul et al., 2015). These mental health factors can
negatively influence academic performance, especially due to difficulty
concentrating, stress management, and reduced motivation (Lee, 2017).
Also, research suggests that students with learning disabilities experience
significant problems processing information and organizing study materials,
which leads to poor performance (Heiman & Precel, 2003). Screening can
help identify disorders such as dyslexia, ADHD, and anxiety disorders,
which affect students' learning abilities (Kirby et al., 2008).

Previous studies have described learning difficulties in reading and
writing as beginning in early childhood and continuing through elementary
school, middle school, high school, and even college. The results of the
study by Heiman and Precel (2003) provided consistent empirical support
for the persistence of student academic difficulties.

It is important to detect previously undiagnosed learning difficulties
(LD), especially those manifested in subtle forms. Students who have
learned compensatory mechanisms for minor learning difficulties spend
extra time studying, skipping courses that require a high volume of reading,
or attending a reduced academic study (Glenn et al., 1997). Education on
potentially useful compensatory strategies and changes in testing conditions
can allow the student to make satisfactory progress (Accardo et al., 1989;
Cordoni, 1993; Guyer, 1988; Walters & Croen, 1993), with minor
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adaptations such as the ability to read aloud the questions on a test (in ibid.,
p. 218).

Social support is essential in overcoming psychological, learning and
any kind of difficulties, but also the specific challenges of students that have
a job, a family and/ or child. Students who receive support from peers,
teachers, or family are more likely to cope with academic challenges
(Sarason et al., 1983), and the learning environment significantly influences
academic performance. An environment that is too demanding or one that
does not provide the necessary resources can amplify students' difficulties
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Despite these factors, reduced frequency programs students are also
at risk of dropping out due to the added pressures they face, while their
success, therefore, depends on the interplay of these and other factors,
making it a dynamic and complex educational model for adult learners
(Racasan et al., 2024, in press).

The current study explores group profile and psychological, socio-
economic, occupational, educational and attitudinal factors in relation to
academic performance of students enrolled in the Pedagogy of Primary and
Preschool Education, blended learning (PPPEbI) program, at its beginning
focusing specifically on the 57 participants in the 2023-2024 academic year.
These students are part of a reduced frequency education model, which
allows them to balance their academic pursuits with work and familial
responsibilities. This unique educational context presents various
psychological challenges, which may impact their overall experience in the
program. By assessing factors like self-efficacy, life satisfaction, potential
challenges such as ADHD, dyslexia, depression, anxiety, and stress among
these students, the study seeks to gain insight into the overall well-being and
difficulties that could potentially affect academic success of adult learners,
especially those juggling multiple roles.

This investigation is relevant for its potential to contribute to a
deeper understanding of the group and factors influencing adult learners in
higher education, especially in PPPEbI students. By identifying areas of
concern such as mental health struggles, life satisfaction, and cognitive
challenges, this research also aims to suggest strategies that could help
improve the educational experience and outcomes for these non-traditional
students. Furthermore, the study methodology provides a structured
framework for exploring the relationships between the studied variables and
academic outcomes, ensuring rigor and reproducibility, therefore ulterior
findings may provide valuable insights for academic institutions to better
support adult learners enrolled in reduced frequency academic programs,
enhancing their study journey and increasing chances for graduation and
success in academic environments.
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Method

The methodology of this study has been designed to investigate the
factors influencing academic performance and engagement of students
enrolled at University of Oradea in the Pedagogy of Primary and Preschool
Education (PPPE) bachelor’s degree program in hybrid or blended learning
alternative (PPPEDI) and to better understand this group characteristics. The
research employs a mixed-methods approach, focusing on quantitative data
collection and analysis, to explore the relationships between socio-
demographic, educational, psychological factors and students' academic
outcomes.

Objective

The objective of this study was to explore the group profile and
analyse the relationship between the academic performance and engagement
of students from the PPPEDI (operationalized through last academic year or
semester average, credits obtained in the last academic year and individual
study engagement) and potential factors of these, such as:

- Socio-economic and demographic variables (residence, family, marital,
parenthood, financial and occupational status, study environment, self-
perceived health and perceived social support).

- Previous educational background variables (baccalaureate and other
studies).

- Work-life-school balance and participation (measures of participation in
the fulfilment of family and occupational roles and school participation
in online and face-to-face activities).

- Academic engagement, difficulties, abilities and performance
(participation in blended activities, individual study engagement,
assignment completion, academic difficulties, use of online platform,
computer skills).

- Psychological factors (depression, anxiety, stress, attention deficit
hyperkinetic disorder, dyslexia, general self-efficacy, satisfaction with
life).

The general research questions relate to how they distribute in the

PPPEDI group and to what extent do these factors relate to academic

performance, if they do make a difference or are associated with it.

Participants

In its initial phase, the study involved a group of 57 students enrolled
in PPPEDI program of study at the University of Oradea, in the academic
year 2023-2024. The finalized year of study of participants was:
- 45,6% were at the end of the first year of study,
- 43,9% were at the end of the second year of study,
- 10,5% were at the end of the third year of study or graduates.
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- The group presents the following main characteristics:

- 31 are from Oradea or its metropolitan area and 26 living at more than 6
km from Oradea, in Bihor and other counties around, or at a much
greater distance (3 cases);

- ages between 19-51 years (median=33)

- 56 female and 1 male gender,

- 60% married, 59% parents,

- 73% integralists in the academic year 2023-2024, with annual averages
between 7-10 (mean= 8.75, median=9).

Table 1. Participant demographics overview

Number of Participants

Demographic Category Percentage (%)

(n=57)
Gender
Male 1 2%
Female 56 98%
Age Group
18-25 years 17 of 53 30%
26-35 years 17 of 53 30%
36-45 years 17 of 53 30%
46-51 years 30f 53 10 %
Employment Status
Full-time employment 34 60%
Part-time employment 7 17%
Unemployed 13 23%

In this group of participants, 77% were working (68% over 20 h/
week). Most of them (60%) had a full-time job, working with 40 h/ week or
even more, while only 23% did not have a paid job.

In the 2024-2025 academic year we intend to collect supplemental
data, as the initial group is only representative for PPPEbI in terms of
gender, age and relatively to employment status, but is a highly performant
group, while annual averages vary between 7-10 and have a mean of 8.75
and median=9.

Measures and procedure

The questionnaire for collecting socio-demographic, economic and
educational background data contains 20 predominantly quantitative items
expressed in age, kilometres, number of hours, grades or appreciations on a
1-7 Likert scale. The questionnaire comprised items designed to measure the
following variables:
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1. Socio-economic and demographic variables:

age and gender,

residence distance from Oradea,

relational/ marital and parenthood status (number and ages of
children),

economic stability, occupational status and occupation,
appreciation of appropriateness of study conditions,
perceived level of social and family support,

self-appreciation of general health and health issues,

special family or personal events in the last year.

2. Previous educational background variables:

pedagogical high school graduates (yes or no),

approximate baccalaureate grades (average and grade at the
discipline Romanian Language and Literature),

years of other university studies and formation courses.

3. Work-life-school balance and participation variables:

The

employment type and hours/ week spent on paid work,
hours/ week spent on household tasks and caregiving.

academic engagement, challenges and performance

questionnaire comprises a set of 18 items related to academic participation,
commitment to individual learning, challenges faced by students and their
performance. The variables are measured quantitatively (grades, percentages
estimates and agreement with affirmations on a 1-7 Likert scale),

categorised as:

1. Academic performance:

average for the last academic year (or semester).
number of credits obtained in last academic year.

2. Participation in academic activities:

3.

percentage of participation in face-to-face activities (self-
estimation),

percentage of participation in online activities (self-
estimation),

level of involvement in individual study (computed).

Individual study involvement (on a 1 to 7 scale):

extent of individual study of course materials,

timely completion of the assignments during semester that
contribute to the final evaluation,

solving all tasks and assignments on the subject platform
pages, including optional ones,

appreciated relevance of study materials and the control
themes as useful for the preparation as a future teacher.

4. Academic difficulties and stress variables (agreementona 1 to 7
scale):
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- challenges in doing important control assignments on time,

- difficulties in meeting all requirements in all subjects,

- the feeling of overwhelm due to the multitude of tasks from
all disciplines,

- thoughts of dropping out of college due to difficulties,

- significant motives for difficulties related to studying or
continuing the faculty (choice from options or detailed
description).

6. Computer use and Moodle platform use skills variables (scale
from 1 to 7, from minimum to advanced use):

- self-appreciated level of computer use skills,

- self-evaluated level of ability to use the Moodle platform.

Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS) (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995;
Perte, & Albu, 2011, in Perte, 2013).

DASS is a set of three self-report scales, built to evaluate the
emotional states of depression, anxiety and stress, intended for
administration in the general population, for persons aged over 17 years.
Romanian version of the questionnaire has 21 items (Perte, 2013) and
received the acronym DASS-21R. Adaptation and standardization on
Romanian population has been made by Perte and Albu (2011) and the
Romanian- language edition of the manual is marketed by Cognitrom.
However, DASS-21R (its items) is in public domain, not covered by
copyright laws.

Variables used:

- depression subscale score and components like sadness,
demotivation, lack of worth, reduced joy, disinterest in activities;

- anxiety subscale score, physical symptoms, anticipatory
thoughts, stress-related loss of control and tension/ nervousness;

- stress subscale score, difficulty relaxing, irritability, emotional
responses under pressure, and feeling overwhelmed.

General Self-Efficacy Scale [GSE] (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995).

The German version of the GSE has been initially developed by
Jerusalem and Schwarzer in 1979, subsequently adapted to other 32
languages. Romanian version was performed by Baban, Schwarzer and
Jerusalem in 1996, available on the website http://userpage.fu-berlin.de. The
scale was designed to assess the general feeling of perceived self-efficacy,
in order to predict the coping of everyday problems, as well as adaptation to
different kinds of stressful life situations. It is intended for adults and
adolescents older than 12 years. The authors granted permission for the use
of the scale in research, non-commercial purposes, with the amendment to



38 Raluca Racasan

modify it in the light of the context of the research, as well as for use in
online research.

Variables used: overall level of self-efficacy (total score), belief in
the ability to solve unexpected difficulties, perseverance in the face of
obstacles and ability to find effective solutions to problems.

Satisfaction with life scale (SWLS) (Diener et al., 1985; Marian, 2007,
Stevens et al., 2012).

SWLS is a short scale, containing only 5 items and intended to
measure overall cognitive judgments related to satisfaction in life.
Adaptation and validation of the scale on the Romanian population was
carried out initially by Marian (2007) and subsequently by Stevens et al.
(2012). The authors allow free use of the scale, for both researchers and
practitioners, with the only requirement of proper citation.

Variables used: overall satisfaction score and indicators like current
life evaluation, expectations, successes, and future perspectives.

Adult Checklist (Smythe & Everatt, 2001, in Kavkler et al., 2010).

The Adult Dyslexia Checklist (AK), developed by Smythe and
Everatt (2001), has 15 items and it was translated and adapted into
Romanian in 2010 as part of the ISHEDS project, aimed at supporting
students with dyslexia in the Balkans and Central Europe (Kavklar et al.).
This self-report scale was validated for identifying potential cases of
dyslexia and serves as an early tool for flagging individuals for future
assessment and diagnosis in the reading domain. Although it is not a
diagnostic tool with predictive value on its own, research has shown that it
can be used effectively in conjunction with other tools or self-reports to
identify possible cases of dyslexia (Snowling et al., 2012).

Variables used: word recognition, memory retention, word
pronunciation, written assignment completion, and total dyslexia score.

Adult ADHD Self-Report Screening Scale - short version (ASRS-6) (Kessler
et al., 2005, in Bothe et al., 2021).

Developed by Kessler et al. in 2005, ASRS is a brief, self-
administered instrument designed to screen for symptoms of ADHD in
adults. It is based on the diagnostic criteria outlined in the DSM-1V and has
been validated as a reliable measure to identify individuals who may benefit
from further diagnostic evaluation for ADHD. Although it is not specifically
validated for Romanian population, Lewczuk et al. (2024) examined and
demonstrated the ASRS reliability and validity across different languages,
countries, and genders (in 42 countries, but ultimately Romanian data are
not presented). The Romanian translation, as used in the mentioned study, is
available in Béthe et al. (2021), out of which we used the 6 most predictive
items of ADHD (short version) for this study.
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Variables used: concentration issues, task completion struggles,
restlessness, procrastination, and total ADHD score.

Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) (Marian,
2007; Zimet et al., 1990).

MSPSS is a psychological instrument designed to assess the
perceived social support an individual receives from three primary sources:
family, friends, and a significant other. The scale comprises 12 items, with 4
items dedicated to each source of support, and uses a 7-point Likert scale (1
to 7). The Romanian version of the scale has been validated by Marian
(2004).

Variable used: total score, partial scores for family, friends and
significant other.

Procedure

As this is a cross-sectional study conducted at the end of the
academic year 2023-2024, data was collected in the last two weeks of
September 2024, by administering a self-reported online questionnaire using
Google Forms platform, based on voluntary participation of students, with
the possibility to request for bonus points in two disciplines. The link for the
form, together with the invitation to participate at the study, were posted on
the online groups of students, intermediated by the coordinator teachers or
students.

In order to assure the possibility to verify the appropriateness of the
declared data regarding academic results, we asked the students to provide
the enrolment number at PPPEDI study program, with the mention that il
will not be associated with their name, but only with the displayed
centralizers that respect confidentiality of personal information. Thus, their
participation was not completely anonymous, but we ensured strict
confidentiality (with pseudonymization) and also mentioned the analyses
will be made only in for the entire group of participants, not having the
purpose of analysing the individual responses of the participants.

Considering the multitude of items in the form and the risk for
giving fast answers to not-read questions, we introduced two items for
attention check, inspired from Béthe et al. (2021) study, inserted in different
stages of completion. The items are <We assess your level of attention.
Answer this question with "strong agreement™> and <It is important to read
the questions and statements, answer "often” to this question.>. The reason
was to exclude protocols with substantial risk of random answers.

Quantitative data were analysed using descriptive and inferential
statistical methods. Data collection was facilitated through Google Forms,
with initial data summaries generated using its built-in reporting tools.
Microsoft Excel was used for data organization and preparation, preliminary
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analysis and visualization. The statistical software Jamovi (Version 4.4; The
Jamovi Project, 2024) was utilized for advanced analysis, including
correlation analysis, t-tests, ANOVA, and regression models.

Results

Due to the large volume of data proposed to be analysed, we chose
to divide the presentation of results into different papers organized in logical
themes or specific aspects, so it would be better structured and provide more
clarity and space for analysis. The topics will be:

- Participants demographics, social and educational background

- Academic engagement, challenges and performance

- Work-Life-School participation and balance

- Psychological functioning and well-being

- Socio-academic and psychological factors of academic

performance.

We will present and analyse in following papers the common
dependent variables operationalizing academic performance (annual grades
average, credits earned, academic participation and engagement), socio-
demographic profile and academic background of PPPEDbI group of
participant students in 2023-2024 academic year, while the factors analysis
results will be presented in subsequent articles.

Discussion

Although the study relied on self-reported data, which may introduce
bias, we used a way to verify the appropriateness of the declared data
regarding academic results, by comparing them with the real data displayed
in the grades centralizers at the end of semester. In this way, we respected
confidentiality of personal information by asking the students to provide the
enrolment number at PPPEDbI study program, with the mentions that il will
not be associated with their name and that the analyses will be made only
for the entire group of participants, not for the individual responses of the
participants. Thus, their participation was not completely anonymous, but
we ensured strict confidentiality with pseudonymization.

The final form used for collecting data could be considered long, as
around 15 minutes are required for its completion and participants attention
and motivation could be difficult to maintain in the last part of the
questionnaire. To be aware of this and exclude protocols with high risk for
random answers, we introduced two items for attention check, inspired from
Béthe et al. (2021) (We assess your level of attention. Answer this question
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with "strong agreement™ and It is important to read the questions and
statements, answer "often" to this question).

In the initial stage, one considerable limit of the study is the sample
size (N=57) that is only representative for gender and age, limiting
generalizability because it is a high performant group (averages with mean=
8,75, median=9). In this regard, we are considering better ways to motivate
students to participate in the following data collection session.

Conclusions

The results of this study aim to offer insights into the socio-
demographic and educational profile of the participants and the key factors
influencing academic performance and engagement in a blended learning
environment. Considering the mentioned attention checks, the avoidance to
rely solely on self-reported data and considering the increase and
diversification of the sample size in future cohorts, the study has good
chances to advance towards future clarifications of complex interplay of
psychological, social, and academic factors affecting the Romanian students
in blended learning bachelor program at PPPE. We expect the findings to
bring a contribution to clarifying some characteristics and challenges of this
group profile, hopefully leading to support measures for reducing dropout
from studies in the desirable cases and also enhance academic success and
overall student life satisfaction for this unique group.
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