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This study examined undergraduate students' perceptions of factors contributing to their 
academic failure at a public university in Afghanistan, utilising attribution theory as the 
analytical framework. Data were collected from 215 students majoring in various fields. 
Descriptive and inferential statistics, specifically Mann-Whitney U test and Kruskal-
Wallis test were used for data analysis. The results revealed that students attributed their 
academic failure to various dispositional factors including disinterest in the field of study, 
poor time management and situational factors such as working to support their families. 
They also attributed their failure to a wide variety of institutional factors including 
instructors’ behaviours (e.g., unapproachable), teaching (e.g., traditional methods), 
assessment practices (e.g., unrealistic exam demands) and an absence of support 
programs (e.g., mentorship) on campus. Our study also revealed gender differences; 
female students were more likely to attribute their failure to situational, mostly family 
related factors, while male students were more likely to attribute their failure to 
institutional factors. No significant differences were found between participants by their 
class, age or ethnicity. These results underscore the need for comprehensive, targeted 
interventions at multiple levels including policymakers, universities, educators, and 
administrators to improve students’ academic performance.  

 
Introduction  
 
The definition of academic failure remains inconsistent and underdeveloped in the 
literature, with many studies in higher education avoiding its explicit definition or 
operationalisation (Gutiérrez-de-Rozas et al., 2022). This lack of clarity is surprising, given 
the prevalence of academic failure and its significant impact on students and institutions. 
Among the works reviewed for this study, only a few have provided clear definitions or 
operationalised the concept – a gap also noted by Gutiérrez-de-Rozas et al. (2022). 
Damián-Notario et al. (2020, p. 48) defined academic failure as "the insufficient 
quantitative performance of the students’ potential, which impedes them from achieving 
the minimum parameters established by an educational institution, generating feelings of 
letdown and low performance." Similarly, Caponnetto et al. (2021, p. 2) equated academic 
failure with attrition, and described it as encompassing "drop out students who leave the 
program for several reasons and with different modality and timing: voluntary or 
involuntary, official or unofficial, and early or late in the program". Other researchers, 
such as Ajjawi et al. (2019, 2020), have operationalised academic failure as students failing 
one or more academic units during their studies. Building on these studies, we define 
academic failure as insufficient academic performance that hinders students from meeting 
an institution's minimum standards, specifically at the course level, characterised by failing 
one or more courses during one or more semesters. 
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Academic failure among undergraduate students is common at universities around the 
world (Peelo & Wareham, 2002). However, factors of academic success or failure are 
often complex and context-specific, which requires localised investigations to fully 
understand the dynamics at play (Vermunt, 2005). In Afghanistan, academic failure was 
particularly widespread at universities during the early 2000s (2001–2010). This period 
marked the reopening and re-establishment of many universities after decades of conflict, 
yet they lacked the necessary facilities and resources to provide quality education. Rote 
learning dominated instructional practices, and a large number of lecturers held only a 
bachelor degree and very few of them were PhD holders (Babury & Hayward, 2014; 
Orfan & Obaidi, 2024). While the international community later supported universities 
with improved facilities and resources (Babury & Hayward, 2013), gradually enhancing the 
quality of teaching and learning, students’ academic failure persisted as a challenge, with 
many students failing one or more courses for various reasons. 
 
Understanding students’ attributions to their failure is crucial for lecturers and universities 
in Afghanistan, as such insights can help modify undesirable conditions that negatively 
impact students’ academic performance. Despite the global focus on factors such as 
teaching methods, assessment practices, and institutional support systems in improving 
academic outcomes, Afghanistan remains under-explored in this regard. Moreover, there 
is a notable absence of studies examining academic failure in countries affected by 
prolonged conflict, like Afghanistan. Addressing this critical gap, our study investigates 
undergraduate students’ perspectives on academic failure in Afghanistan. By exploring 
what dispositional, situational, and institutional factors students attribute to their academic 
failure, our study seeks to provide insights that can inform strategies to enhance academic 
success in Afghanistan’s unique educational context. It addresses the following questions: 
 
1. What dispositional and situational factors do undergraduate students perceive as 

contributing to their academic failure at the university? 
2. What institutional factors do students attribute to their academic failure? 
3. Do students’ attributions vary based on their gender, class, age or ethnicity? 
 
Literature review 
 
Factors contributing to academic failure can be broadly classified into three categories: 
dispositional, situational, and institutional. Dispositional factors pertain to individual 
characteristics that influence academic success or failure, such as attitudes, motivation, 
self-determination, preparation, confidence, beliefs, and demographic attributes like 
gender and race (Bowles & Brindle, 2017; Jancey & Burns, 2013). Hashim et al (2014) 
investigated Pakistani undergraduate medical students' views about their academic failure. 
They identified poor time management, lack of motivation, emotional challenges, and 
insufficient preparation for university education as key factors. Similarly, Khan et al. 
(2011) found that students attributed their academic failures to a lack of commitment to 
their studies, ineffective time management, and poor course selection. Gilar-Corbi et al. 
(2020) highlighted that strong academic performance at prior educational levels reduces 
the risk of academic failure in university. Conversely, Mapuranga et al. (2015) argued that 
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success in school does not guarantee university success, as university education poses 
unique challenges due to its rigorous demands and the additional responsibilities students 
face as adults managing various aspects of their lives. Other studies (e.g., Gangolu, 2019; 
Hazavehei et al., 2006; Holland, 2016; Jevons & Lindsay, 2018; Potter & Bye, 2014; Sabic 
& Puzic, 2022; Tovar & Simon, 2006) have further linked academic outcomes to factors 
such as motivation, interest in the subject, learning difficulties, and poor study habits or 
practices. 
 
Situational factors refer to students' life circumstances, including family responsibilities, 
socioeconomic status, financial constraints, health challenges, employment, and balancing 
multiple roles, such as being a parent, breadwinner, and student (Bowles & Brindle, 2017; 
Jancey & Burns, 2013). For instance, Ajjani et al. (2020) examined perceptions of 
Australian university students, who failed at least one academic unit, about factors 
contributing to their academic failure and their emotional response. They found a 
combination of dispositional, institutional, and situational factors such as health, 
employment, and financial constraints as contributors to students' academic failure. 
Similarly, Noori and Orfan found that family responsibilities and juggling multiple roles, 
including being a mother, housewife, and student, impacted female students’ academic 
performance. O'Shea (2015) reported similar findings, emphasising how the burden of 
multiple roles, such as being a breadwinner, parent, and student, often led to academic 
failure. Mental health also plays a significant role in academic performance. Bantjes et al. 
(2021) found that first-year students in a South African university diagnosed with major 
depressive disorder or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder were at a higher risk of 
academic failure compared to their peers without such conditions. Furthermore, Stratton 
et al. (2007) highlighted the influence of socioeconomic background, concluding that 
students from low-income families were more likely to face academic failure or dropout 
than those from higher socioeconomic backgrounds. 
 
Institutional factors refer to the policies, regulations, procedures, and support systems 
implemented by universities that directly impact students' academic achievement. These 
factors include mentorship, faculty support, faculty-student relationships, advising 
services, and student support programs (Bowles & Brindle, 2017; Jancey & Burns, 2013). 
Najimi et al. (2013) examined the perspectives of Iranian undergraduate students on 
academic failure, identifying the curriculum, lecturers' behaviours, and teaching methods 
as key contributors. Interestingly, Fraser and Killen (2003) discovered that senior students 
were more likely to blame their failures on their lecturers than their successes. In a study 
by Mapuranga et al. (2015), Zimbabwean students attributed their academic failures to 
issues within the university system and inadequate funding. Additional research by Al-
Amri et al. (2012), Darling-Hammond (2000), and Gobel et al. (2013) echoed these 
findings, with students frequently pointing to their lecturers' behaviours and the quality of 
instruction as significant factors. Harassment in the classroom, on campus and when 
commuting can also affect students’ academic achievements. For instance, Orfan et al. 
(2022) found that harassment caused female students to lose concentration, become 
demotivated to study, and avoid attending classes. Moreover, other studies (e.g., Banks & 
Woofson, 2008; Lei, 2009; Mkumbo & Amani, 2012; Van Nguyen, 2015; Yilmaz & 
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Kahyalar, 2017) highlighted the role of an unfavourable learning environment in 
contributing to students’ failure. 
 
Research on the influence of gender on academic failure presents mixed findings. For 
example, Stratton et al. (2007) concluded that female students had a higher likelihood of 
academic failure, whereas Jia and Maloney (2015) found that female students were more 
likely than their male counterparts to successfully complete their university studies. 
Similarly, Bantjes et al. (2021) found that first-year male students were more likely to 
experience academic failure than their female counterparts, even after accounting for the 
influence of other socioeconomic factors and common mental disorders. Additionally, 
studies have revealed gender-based differences in how students perceive the factors 
contributing to academic failure. Abdulrazzaq et al. (2017) observed that female students 
often attributed their failures to family responsibilities and related issues, while Khan et al. 
(2011) noted that male students were more likely to cite lack of commitment and poor 
time management as primary causes. Similarly, Najimi et al. (2013) found that female 
students associated their academic failure with socioeconomic factors, whereas male 
students tended to blame their lecturers for their failures. 
 
Theoretical framework: Attribution theory 
 
Attribution theory provides a framework for understanding how individuals interpret and 
assign causes to events, particularly their successes and failures (Gaier, 2015; Weiner, 
2010). The theory categorises attributions into three key dimensions: locus, stability, and 
controllability (Russell, 1982; Weiner, 1985). The locus differentiates between internal and 
external causes of success or failure. Internal factors originate from within individuals, 
such as effort, ability, or time management. In contrast, external factors are shaped by the 
surrounding environment, including task difficulty or institutional rules and policies. The 
stability refers to whether the cause is perceived as fixed or variable over time. Attributing 
academic failure to a stable internal factor like low ability can lead to feelings of 
hopelessness and decreased motivation. Conversely, attributing the same failure to an 
unstable factor like inadequate effort can encourage renewed attempts and optimism for 
future success. The controllability addresses whether the cause is within an individual's 
control (e.g., effort) or beyond it (e.g., illness). This aspect significantly influences 
emotional responses. Failures attributed to controllable factors, such as a lack of effort, 
often evoke guilt, whereas those attributed to uncontrollable factors, like illness, tend to 
elicit pity (Carson, 2019; Mkumbo & Amani, 2012; Weiner, 1985).  
 
The theory offers a valuable framework for understanding how university students in 
Afghanistan perceive the causes of their academic failure. By examining attributions 
through the dimensions of locus, stability, and controllability, it provides insights into why 
students attribute their failure to lecturers, institutions, themselves, or their families, and 
how these perceptions vary based on gender. This theory also highlights actionable 
insights, such as addressing controllable and unstable factors (e.g., time management or 
teaching methods) to foster motivation while mitigating the negative impacts of stable and 
uncontrollable attributions (e.g., institutional practices).  
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Method 
 
Participants 
 
The study involved 215 undergraduate students from Takhar University, located in 
Taloqan, a northeastern city in Afghanistan. The participants were enrolled in various 
fields of study across seven faculties: Engineering, Education, Economy, Sharia, 
Agriculture, Law & Political Science, and Language & Literature. Of the participants, 81% 
(175) were male, and 19% (41) were female. In terms of academic standing, sophomore 
students comprised the largest group, accounting for 49% of the sample. The remaining 
participants included 22 first-year students, 50 junior students, and 43 seniors. 
Furthermore, 61.6% of the participants were between 18 and 22 years old, 37% were aged 
23 to 26, and 2.3% were over 26 years old. Ethnically, around half of the participants were 
Tajiks (49.3%), followed by Uzbeks (30.7%), Pashtuns (17%) and other ethnic groups 
(3%).  
 
Instrument 
 
We collected data for the study using a survey questionnaire with items adapted from the 
existing literature (i.e., Forsyth et al., 2009; Fraser & Killen, 2012; Najimi et al., 2013; 
Mkumbo & Amani, 2012; Suleiman & Hamed, 2019). The questionnaire consisted of 
three parts. The first section gathered demographic information, including gender, class, 
age, and ethnicity. The second section, with 10 items, explored participants' perceptions of 
how both dispositional (individual) and situational factors (family) contributed to their 
academic failure. The third section, consisting of 15 items, explored what institutional 
factors (lecturers’ behaviours, teaching methods, assessment practices and institutional 
practices) participants attributed to their academic failure. Participants responded to all 
questionnaire items using a five-point Likert scale, where strongly disagree=1; disagree=2; 
undecided=3; agree=4; strongly agree=5. The reliability of the questionnaire items was 
assessed using Cronbach's alpha, which yielded a coefficient of 7.11. This result 
demonstrated strong internal consistency among the items. Therefore, the authors 
concluded that the questionnaire was suitable for use in the study. 
 
Procedure 
 
The study was reviewed and approved by the Research Committee of Takhar University. 
The authors used Google Forms to design their questionnaire and collect data for the 
study. Due to the absence of a database identifying students who had failed one or more 
courses, and the lack of a listserv at the target university at the time of study, the authors 
employed snowball sampling and convenience sampling methods. The questionnaire link 
was initially shared with students from the target faculties, inviting them to participate and 
encouraging them to share the link with their classmates. Additionally, the authors reached 
out to at least two faculty members from the relevant faculties and requested them to 
share the link with their students. Before completing the questionnaire, participants were 
required to read a consent statement informing them that their responses would remain 
anonymous and their participation was entirely voluntary. To proceed, participants had to 
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check a box indicating their agreement to participate in the study. Students were explicitly 
informed that only those who had failed one or more courses during one or more 
semesters were eligible to complete the questionnaire. Those who had not experienced 
course failure were requested not to complete the questionnaire. The data were collected 
during February-April, 2022.  
 
Analysis 
 
The data collected via Google Forms were downloaded as an Excel spreadsheet and reviewed 
for completeness and accuracy. Four questionnaires were excluded because they were not 
properly completed. The remaining data were numerically coded in the Excel spreadsheet 
and were subsequently imported into SPSS version 29 for analysis. Descriptive statistics, 
including frequency, percentage, and mean, were used to summarize the data. 
Additionally, inferential statistical analyses were conducted to examine differences among 
participants based on gender, class, age, and ethnicity. Given the non-normal distribution 
of the data, the Mann-Whitney U test was utilised to compare differences between two 
groups, while the Kruskal-Wallis test was applied to assess differences among three or 
more groups. 
 
Results 
 
This section provides an analysis of the factors perceived to be contributing to students' 
academic failure, categorised into three subsections: dispositional and situational factors, 
institutional factors, and demographic differences.  
 
1. Dispositional and situational factors  
 
The authors used descriptive statistics to answer the first research question “What 
dispositional and situational factors do undergraduate students perceive as contributing to 
their academic failure at university?” Among dispositional factors, the most prominent 
issue was exam-related stress, with 78.2% of students (mean=3.84) expressing that they 
experienced stress during exams (Table 1). Time management emerged as another major 
challenge, with 68.5% of participants indicating struggles in this area. Another noteworthy 
factor is the lack of interest in their field of study, as 53.2% of students reported 
disinterest. Furthermore, 46.3% of participants felt unprepared for university studies, 
highlighting gaps in readiness. Shyness and low participation in classroom activities were 
reported by 56.5% of students. 
 
Situational factors also played a significant role in students' academic challenges. The most 
perceived impactful situational issue was the lack of a comfortable study environment, 
with 81.9% of students stating that they did not have an appropriate place to study at 
home or in the dormitory (mean = 4.02) (Table 1). Balancing work and study was a 
concern for 29.2% of participants. Family-related factors, while less significant overall, still 
contributed to academic failure of a minority of students. For instance, 24.1% felt that 
their families were not interested in their field of study, and only 13% stated that their 
families did not support their education or preferred that they work rather than study. 
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Table 1: Students’ perceived dispositional and situational factors attributing to their failure 
 

Categories Statement % A & SA Mean 
Dispositional I am not interested in my field of study. 53.2 3.04 

I struggle to manage my time effectively. 68.5 3.57 
I feel unprepared for university studies. 46.3 3.34 
I experience significant stress during exams. 78.2 3.84 
I am a shy person and tend to avoid participating in 

classroom activities. 
56.5 3.19 

Situational I have to work to support my family. 29.2 2.72 
My family does not support my education. 13.0 2.27 
My family is not interested in my field of study. 24.1 2.38 
My family prefers that I work rather than study. 13.0 2.34 
I do not have a comfortable place to study at home or at 

the dorm. 
81.9 4.02 

A - Agree; SA - Strongly agree 
 
2. Institutional factors 
 
The authors used descriptive statistics to answer the second research question “What 
institutional factors do students attribute to their academic failure?” As Table 2 shows, 
students attributed a wide variety of institutional factors to their academic failure. The 
participants attributed their academic failure to their lecturers’ behaviours. A significant 
53.2% of students agreed and strongly agreed that their instructors were unapproachable 
and unwelcoming, with a mean score of 2.95, indicating mixed views overall. 
Furthermore, 44.9% of students felt that instructors failed to build positive relationships. 
However, the most concerning issue is the perception of authoritarian behaviour, with 
63.9% agreement. Furthermore, 58.3% of students stated that instructors did not treat all 
students equitably. Furthermore, approximately 74% of participants stated lecturing was 
frequently used to deliver lessons, while 65.8% of students felt disengaged with learning 
materials. 72.2% noted limited opportunities to interact with peers in and outside the 
class, while 71.6% reported that they rarely had the opportunity to express their views in 
class. 
 
Students attributed their academic failure to assessment practices. As Table 2 shows, 
85.2% of the participants stated that exam questions were frequently tricky. Similarly, 
81.9% expressed that they did not receive timely feedback on their work, while 81% 
found exams unrealistic and overly demanding. Another significant issue was the 
misalignment of assessment practices with learning outcomes, as noted by 76.9% of 
respondents. Students overwhelmingly perceived lack of support programs on campus 
contributed to their academic failure. For instance, 77.2% of the participants expressed 
that they did not have access to any peer support programs on campus, while 92% and 
88.9% stated that they did not have access to academic advising and mentorship 
programs, respectively. 
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Table 2: Students’ perceived institutional factors contributing to their failure 
 

Category Statement % A & SA Mean 
Lecturers' 
behaviours 

In general, my instructors are unapproachable and 
unwelcoming. 

53.2 2.95 

In general, my instructors fail to build positive relationships 
with me. 

44.9 2.71 

In general, my instructors demonstrate authoritarian 
behaviour. 

63.9 3.52 

In general, instructors do not treat all students equitably. 58.3 3.32 
Teaching 
methods 

Lecturing is frequently used to deliver lessons. 73.6 3.64 
I am not actively engaged with learning materials. 65.8 3.22 
I rarely have opportunities to engage with my peers during 

in and outside class.  
72.2 3.63 

I rarely have the chance to share my views during class.  71.6 3.59 
Assessment 
practices 

Exams are often unrealistic and overly demanding. 81.0 3.88 
Exam questions are frequently tricky. 85.2 3.93 
Assessment practices are poorly aligned with the learning 

outcomes. 
76.9 3.81 

I do not receive timely feedback on my work. 81.9 3.86 
Support 
programs 

The university does not provide any peer support programs 
on campus.  

77.2 3.83 

The university lacks mentorship programs to support 
students in need. 

88.9 4.13 

There are no academic advising programs available at the 
university. 

92.1 4.33 

 
3. Differences by gender, age, class and ethnicity 
 
Authors used inferential statistics to answer the third research question “Do students’ 
attributions vary based on their gender, age, class, or ethnicity?” Independent samples 
Mann-Whitney U was used to examine the differences between participants’ responses by 
their gender. Female students reported a slightly higher median perception (3.6) compared 
to male students (3.4) (Table 3). However, the test results (U = 3302, z = 0.795, p = 
0.427, r = 0.054) indicated no statistically significant difference. For situational factors, 
female students perceived them as more significant (median = 3.2) than male students 
(median = 3.0). The test results (U = 2738, z = -2.368, p = 0.018, r = 0.16) show a 
statistically significant difference, with a small effect size, indicating that female students 
attributed their academic failure to situational factors more than their male counterparts. 
In contrast, institutional factors were perceived as more critical by male students (median 
= 3.8) compared to female students (median = 3.3). The results (U = 5121.5, z = 4.263, p 
< 0.001, r = 0.29) revealed a highly significant difference, with a medium effect size, 
suggesting that male students attributed their academic failure more strongly to 
institutional factors than their female counterparts. 
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Table 3: Results of Mann-Whitney U test 
 

Category Gender n Median U z p r 
Dispositional Female 41 3.6 3302 0.795 0.427 0.054 

Male 175 3.4 
Situational Female 41 3.2 2738 2.368 0.018 0.16 

Male 175 3.0 
Institutional Female 41 3.3 5121.5 4.263 <0.001 0.29 

Male 175 3.8 
 
In addition, the authors employed Kruskal-Wallis test to examine the differences between 
participants’ perceptions of factors contributing to their academic failure by age. The 
results (Table 4) indicated no statistically significant differences between the age groups 
(18-22, 23-26, and 27-30) in their perceptions of dispositional, situational, and institutional 
factors contributing to their academic failure. These findings suggest that perceptions of 
academic failure factors are consistent across the age groups. Furthermore, a Kruskal-
Wallis test was conducted to examine differences in participants' responses based on their 
class and ethnicity. The results revealed no statistically significant differences across the 
groups, as the p-values in all cases were greater than the significance level of 0.05. 
 

Table 4: Results of Kruskal-Wallis test 
 

Category Age group n Median H df p 
Dispositional 18-22 131 3.4 2.262 2 0.323 

23-26 80 3.5 
27-30 5 2.8 

Situational 18-22 131 3 1.608 2 0.448 
23-26 80 3 
27-30 5 2.6 

Institutional 18-22 131 3.6 2.172 2 0.338 
23-26 80 3.8 
27-30 5 3.6 

 
Discussion 
 
The results revealed that students attributed their academic failure to various dispositional 
factors, which can be interpreted with attribution theory. Exam-related stress, time 
management and shyness reflect internal, unstable, and partially controllable attributions 
(Weiner, 1985) as they are related to students’ psychological responses, which can be 
addressed through interventions including mindfulness training and stress and time 
management workshops as well as classroom strategies (Häfner et al., 2015; Medaille & 
Usinger; Zandi et al., 2021). A lack of interest in their field of study represents an internal 
and stable attribution rooted in students' personal preferences. Addressing this issue 
requires targeted interventions, such as providing external motivation and offering career 
counseling to help students align their academic paths with their interests and future 
career (Quinlan & Renninger, 2022). What accounts for this lack of interest is the fact that 
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students are admitted to public universities through national entrance examinations, and it 
is hard to get an admission into one’s desired field of study (Sherzad, 2018). Many 
students end up majoring in fields in which they don’t have any personal interests. 
Furthermore, unpreparedness for university reflects an unstable and controllable 
attribution, which can be addressed through offering preparatory courses or mentoring 
programs (Guhan et al., 2020). 
 
The results highlight the significance of situational factors in students’ academic failure, 
which, based on attribution theory (Weiner, 1985), are mostly external and often perceived 
as uncontrollable factors. For instance, lack of a comfortable study environment, as the 
most reported situational factor, reflects an external and stable factor. Because it is beyond 
students' direct control, it emphasises the need for universities to provide adequate study 
spaces, which result in improving students’ academic performance (Beckers et al., 2016; 
Yangambi, 2023). Work and study balance is an external but unstable factor. While some 
students may have some control over managing these competing demands, institutional 
support (Lester, 2015) such as offering flexible class schedules (Martinez et al., 2013) or 
on-campus jobs help students with such circumstances. Family-related factors, such as 
insufficient support for education or a lack of interest in the student’s chosen field of 
study, are external and relatively stable factors. These challenges are particularly 
pronounced for girls and women, whose education has faced severe restrictions since the 
Taliban's return to power in 2021 (Yusufzai & Ravi Kumar, 2024). Currently, girls are 
prohibited from attending school beyond the primary level, and women are barred from 
universities and other educational institutions (Orfan & Shams, 2025). These issues 
underscore deep-seated cultural and socioeconomic barriers that demand comprehensive 
systemic and community-level interventions to promote equitable access to education. 
 
The results revealed that students attributed a wide range of institutional factors to their 
academic failure, which, according to attribution theory, are external, stable and 
controllable factors (Weiner, 1985). Students attributed their instructors’ behaviours 
including unapproachability, lack of positive relationships, authoritarianism and 
inequitable treatment to their academic failure, which can be described as external, 
controllable and stable. Since these factors are controllable, universities can address them 
by implementing interventions such as professional programs for faculty (Rutz et al., 
2012). Furthermore, teaching and assessment practices also reflect external, controllable, 
and stable factors. Repetitive teaching methods, disengagement with learning materials 
and in the classroom highlight the need for pedagogical reforms to improve students’ 
active and meaningful learning experiences. Similarly, unrealistic and misaligned 
assessments, as well as tricky exam questions and inadequate feedback, indicate that the 
current evaluation process is not aligned with students’ needs and learning outcomes. 
These factors can be addressed through providing teaching and assessment method 
training workshops for faculty and institutionalising formative assessment practices 
(Karaman, 2021; Tricio et al., 2017). 
 
The results also showed that students attributed their academic failure to the absence of 
essential support programs and services, such as peer support, academic advising, and 
mentorship programs at the university, which are essential for students’ academic 
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performance (Afzal, 2024; Drake et al., 2013). These external and stable barriers to success 
are beyond the control of individual students, which highlight systemic deficiencies in the 
university’s resources and priorities. Addressing these challenges requires sustained, 
strategic interventions at both the institutional and ministerial levels, particularly given that 
the Ministry of Higher Education funds and oversees all public universities’ (Ministry of 
Justice, 2015). The findings highlighted gender-based differences in students' attributions 
of academic failure. Female students attributed their academic failure to situational, family-
related factors, such as insufficient support for their education. This trend reflects the 
persistence of cultural and traditional gender roles in Afghanistan (Orfan, 2023), which 
have been further entrenched by the Taliban since their return to power (Orfan & 
Samady, 2023). In contrast, male students were more likely to emphasise institutional 
factors, such as teaching methods and assessment practices, which are external yet 
relatively stable. This result is consistent with those of Abdulrazzaq et al. (2017) and 
Najimi et al. (2013) who found that female students blamed family responsibilities for 
their academic failure while male students attributed their failure to institutional factors 
including their instructors. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The results of the study revealed multifaceted attributions of students’ academic failure. 
The application of the attribution model has provided a nuanced understanding of how 
these attributions are internal or external, stable or unstable, and controllable or 
uncontrollable. Dispositional factors such as exam stress and lack of interest in the field of 
study underscore the need for career counselling interventions. Situational factors, 
including lack of study environments and family-related challenges, call for systemic and 
community-level interventions, particularly in addressing cultural and gender-based 
barriers. Institutional factors such as teaching and assessment practices and insufficient 
support programs highlight the need for faculty training and institutional commitment to 
improve students’ learning experiences through implementing targeted interventions. The 
study has implications for lecturers, universities and the Ministry of Higher Education – 
the governing and managing body of higher education. Lecturers should diversify their 
teaching methods to meet the needs of students with different learning styles. They should 
make sure their assessment practices are varied and aligned with their learning outcomes; 
assessment activities should test what is taught. Furthermore, lecturers should establish a 
rapport with students, which plays a key role in students’ success (Krstic, 2015; Mellgren, 
2020). Universities should provide proper support programs including mentorship 
opportunities for students who require further support and time to learn, as studies have 
shown the positive impact of these programs on students’ academic performance (Guhan 
et al., 2020; Leidenfrost et al., 2014).  
 
The study has several limitations. Snowball and convenience sampling was used to collect 
data from one public university in the Northeast of Afghanistan, which may not be 
generalisable to other public universities in other parts of the country. The data are based 
on students’ self-attributions, which might have been influenced by various factors 
including social desirability or lack of self-awareness. Furthermore, the study focused on 
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public universities, excluding private universities where academic dynamics might be 
different. Therefore, the results might not be generalisable to private universities in 
Afghanistan. Further study is needed to gain a deeper insight of students’ academic failure 
at universities in Afghanistan. Future studies could explore why some students continue 
their education despite experiencing academic failure and how they navigate the associated 
challenges. 
 
Furthermore, research could investigate educators' perspectives on the causes and impacts 
of academic failure, offering a more comprehensive view of the issue. Another critical area 
for exploration is the correlation between students' academic failure and their admission 
to universities through Afghanistan's centralised national entrance examination system. 
Under the Taliban rule, approximately 50% of male students have dropped out of 
universities in Afghanistan (Kawa, 2025), a figure that is particularly alarming given that 
female students were already banned from attending universities in late 2022. Future 
research should investigate the underlying causes of this rising dropout rate and examine 
its social, economic, and cultural consequences for the country. 
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