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Original Research Article 

Factors affecting students’academic performance in Social Studies subject - the case of 

selected Senior High Schools in Sangnarigu District and Tamale Metropolis of northern 

Ghana 

 

Abstract 

Efforts to identify and address the factors that affect the academic performance of 

students is key to achieving the aim of education. The study therefore sought to identify 

factors that influence the academic performance of social studies students in selected Senior 

High Schools (SHSs) within the Tamale Metropolis and Sangnarigu Districts of Northern 

Region of Ghana. The study adopted the multiple case study approach involving selected 

schools and participants with varied backgrounds and experiences inSocial Studies. Teacher-

related factors that affect the academic performance of students include the teachers’ teaching 

styles and methods as well as teachers’ academic qualification. Parent-related factors include 

inadequate parental support such as parents’ inability to provide textbooks and supplementary 

reading materials.Student-related factors include students’ inactivity during lessons while 

school-related factors include inadequate teaching and learning materials in the schools.  The 

study therefore recommends, among others, the need for parents and teachers to collaborate 

in ensuring that students have the right attitude towards teaching and learning of social 

studies.   
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Introduction 

“The aim of Education is to equip individuals with the relevant knowledge, skills and 
attitudes for productive citizenship necessary for nation building”Arul & Thiyagarajan 
(2021). “Consequently, many countries, including Ghana,seek to improve their educational 
systems by introducing reforms and making projections based on the educational needs of the 
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country. Thus, education is considered as one of the most important social institutions that 
influence other social institutions”(Wardat et al.,2022). “It plays a vital role in the 
development of human capital and is linked with an individual’s well-being and opportunities 
for better living”Arul  & Thiyagarajan (2021)“According tothem education ensures the 
acquisition of knowledge and skills that enable individuals to increase their productivity and 
improve their quality of life. As a result of the significant role of education in nation building, 
the quality of students’ performance remains a top priority for educators. Educators, 
researchers and other stakeholders of education have long been interested in discovering the 
factors that influence the academic performance of students”. According to Wardat et al. 
(2022),“the academic achievement in schools is the result of the interplay of several factors 
includingteacher-related, student-related, parent-related and school-related factors. In their 
opinion, there are several school-related factors that influence academic performance include 
availability of instructional materials, quality of the physical facilities, class size, pupil-
teacher ratios and teacher qualification. Poor academic performance of students can be 
attributed to lack of effective supervision and monitoring at school, lack of motivation for 
teachers and inadequate number of qualified teachers to fill empty classrooms”. 

With reference to parent-related factors,Garbacz et al.(2017),stated that “the academic 
performance of students can also be affected by household factors includingparents’ socio-
economic status (education, occupation and income), household size, type of discipline at 
home, family structure, and the level of parental involvement and interest in children’s 
academic performance. Poverty, parents’ lack of formal education, parents’ negative attitude 
to formal education adverselyinfluencethe academic performance ofstudents. On the other 
hand,children with high levels of parental education are likely to have access to economic 
and social resources (family structure, home environment, parent-child interaction) that can 
be drawn upon to help them succeed in school”Lara.& Saracostti (2019),“Factors related to 
the student’s own characteristics which affect theiracademic performance include time with 
books and homework, school attendance, students’ attitude towards schooling, students’ self-
concept and motivation and the health and nutritional status of students”(Garbacz et 
al.,2017).“Understanding the factors affecting students’ math achievement is extremely 
important. The related literature indicates that previous studies primarily focused on the 
influences of many individual factors” (Semeraro et al., 2020). “The latest research has 
expanded the focus beyond the individual level such as student, family, school context and 
the complexity of the interaction between them. The studies report that there is general 
agreement about the impact of the student, family and school-related factors on 
achievement”(Ataç, 2019; Takashiro, 2017). “It is also claimed that the variables predicting 
achievement and strength of the relationship can differ according to both the countries at the 
macro level”(Holzberger et al., 2020) and the characteristics of the locations of the school 
within the country at the micro-levelResearchin Africa has examined the effects of student 
characteristics on academic achievement and identified an association between academic 
self-efficacy and level of commitment to school. 

“In Ghana, agencies responsible for education have consistently sought to identify the 

factors affecting the academicperformance of students with the view to improvingtheir 

academic performance. One area in which education can promote nation buildingin a country 

is the impact of the Social Studies curriculum on the individuals. Social Studies in the 

Ghanaian educational system is a subject that has its goal as citizenship education”(Ayaaba, 
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Eshun, & Bordoh, 2014). Citizenship education is the gradual preparation of the youth to fit 

into the society. Among the subjects that are taught in our schools, Social Studies is one 

subject whose aim is to inculcate good citizenship skills into the youth. It involves the 

transformation of youths so that they develop positive attitudes, values and skills that 

enablethem to become reflective, competent and participatory citizens.  

“Despite the introduction ofstudents to citizenship education through social studies 

education, the upsurge of moral decadence among the youth of Ghana these days seem to 

attest to the fact that citizenship education is hindered by some limiting factors in the senior 

high schools. Although, a number of subjects such as Religious and Moral Education (RME), 

History and Sociology were introduced for the purpose of teaching students to become active 

citizens” (Ghana Education Service [GES] 2010), “it is the Social Studies education, with its 

integrative and incorporated nature (integrating History, Sociology and other social sciences 

disciplines), that has been acknowledged as a major vehicle in promoting effective 

citizenship among Ghanaian students” (GES, 2010).“There have been reports that Social 

Studies education in Africa including Ghana may be facing numerous challenges that affect 

the performance of students and the society as a whole” (Yalley, 2017).It is therefore 

imperative to identify factors that affect the academic performance of social studies students 

in schools. By identifying these factors, recommendations could be made to improve the 

academic performance of social studies students.  

“In the Tamale Metropolis and Sangnarigu District of the Northern Region of Ghana, 

maximum attention has always been given to academic performance of students. In spite of 

this, there has not been muchresearch done on the academic performance of Social Studies 

students at the SHSs. Thus, it appears very little attention is paid to students’ academic 

performance in Social Studies compared to other core subjects like Integrated Science and 

Mathematics” (Yalley, 2017). “Studies in other parts of the world reports that a sense of 

belonging gives students’ feeling of security, identity and community which, in turn, supports 

academic, psychological and social development” (OECD, 2018). It is underlined that lack of 

connectedness can adversely influence students’ perceptions of themselves, their satisfaction 

with life and their willingness to learn and put effort into their studies. Additionally, bullying 

at school also affects student success at schools. The present study therefore sought to 

identify the factors that influence the performance of students in Social Studies at SHSs in 

the Tamale Metropolis and Sangnarigu District of Northern Region of Ghana. Specifically, 

the study sought to address the following research questions: 
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1. What are teacher-related factors that affect the academic performance of Social 
Studies students at the SHSs in the Districts? 

2. What are parent-related factors that affect the performance of Social Studies students 
at the SHSs in the Districts? 

3. What are student-related factors that affect the academic performance of Social 
Studies at the SHSs in the Districts? 

4. What are school-related factors that affect the academic performance of social studies 
students at the SHSs in the Districts? 
 

Methods 

“This study adopted a case study approach. A case study research is a qualitative 

research approach to conducting research on a unit of study or bounded system (e.g., an 

individual teacher, a classroom, or a school can be a case). Case study research is an all-

encompassing method covering design, data collection techniques, and specific approaches to 

data analysis.  A case study is also the name for the product of case study research, which is 

different from other field-oriented research approaches such as narrative research and 

ethnographic research” (Gay, Mills and Airasian 2012)“The approach was chosen to fit the 

phenomenon being studied and to gain the information-rich and thick descriptions of data 

portrayed” by Patton (2002) and Rubin & Rubin (2005). “This approach helped to select 

schools and participants and is seen more compelling and extra vigorous with the ability for 

allowing direct replication” (Yin, 2003).Additionally, a case study was seen suitable for this 

study as it facilitates the understanding of complex social phenomenon such as factors 

affecting social studies students’ academic performance.It has the capability to investigate a 

situation inside its context and in addition, as this study is interpretive in nature, the case 

study would allowthe researcher to see the situation through the eyes of his or her 

participants.  

The study focused on two selected SHSs, one in each of the two Districts. The two 

SHSs were chosen because they had unique and interesting stories to gather from pertaining 

to the phenomenon under investigation. The population of the study comprisesall Social 

Studies teachers from both schools. These wereteachers who have a minimum of a 

Bachelor’s degree as is a basic requirement to teach at SHS in Ghana and are engaged in 

teaching Social Studies to students in SHSs. Social Studies final year (year 3) studentsalso 

formed part of the population. The year 3 students were considered because, unlike the year 1 

and 2 students, they had gained enough educational experience and were more likely to offer 

useful ideas and responses on the phenomenon under investigation. 
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“Sampling is the process of selecting a group of individuals, items, or events that 

represents the characteristics of the larger group from which the sample is drawn”(Gay, Mills 

and Airasian 2012). “A sufficient sample provides a representative section of the target 

population and hence permits a legitimate generalization of the data obtained. This study 

used purposive sampling to make certain that teachersand students hand-picked are familiar 

with the aim ofcitizenship education in order to achieve the purpose of the study”. Patton 

(1990) concurs that purposive sampling is a non-random method of sampling where the 

researcher selects “information-rich” cases for in-depth study.The teachers in the selected -

SHSshave varied educational levels and for this study, twoteachers were handpicked from 

each of the two selected schools(SHS‘A’ and SHS‘B’) with the hope that they are conversant 

with the citizenship education and can hence advise on the phenomenon under investigation.  

To select information-rich teachers from many, the researcher made a special visit 

prior to data collection and requested for personal data (from the school Heads) of all 

teachers in the selectedschools. The data covered their educational background with areas of 

specialty, employment records, positions held and number of years in the service. After 

obtaining these data, teachers with qualifications and previous employment closer to social 

studies and education were specifically selected. The study used final year student volunteers 

as participants for the study for the individual interview through open invitation to all 

students since they all study Social Studies. SHS ‘A’ had 120social studies students from 

which 6 were selected while SHS ‘B’ had 148 social studies students from which 7 were 

selected. That is, student volunteers were recruited openly. Thus, a total sample frame of 17 

comprising 13 students and 4 Social studies teachers were selected for the study. Focus group 

discussionswereconducted with the students, while one-on-one interviews werecarried out 

forboth the students and teacher participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  
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Individual participants are represented by codes, and descriptions of data from their 

interviews have been internalized using the simple coding shown inTable 1 (This is done in 

order to protect the anonymity and confidentiality of participants). 

 Table 1: Codes representing participants  

Interviewee  Code  

Teacher (SHS ‘A’) SAT1&2 

Teacher (SHS ‘B’) SBT1 & 2  

Student (SHS ‘A’) SAS1 - 6  

Student (SHS ‘B’) SBS1 - 7 

 

 

Participants’ views onfactors affecting academic performance of social studies student 

1. Teacher-related factors that affect the academic performance of social studies 
students  

The participants viewedthe factors differently. When asked what teacher-related 
factors affect the academic performance of social studies students, one teacher (SAT1) said:  

Due to large class size, it is difficult for teachers to give feedback regularly to students on 
their academic assignments. It is also not easy to give individual attention in class due to 
large class size. 

One student (SAS3) stated that, teachers do not motivate students to learn when they 
are not in class and apart from that teachers do not use teaching and learning materials in 
lessons.  

Another studentalso stated that, I think the qualification of our social studies teachers also 

affectsour academic work leading to poor academic achievement in social studies. Because, 

if the teachers are not having the requisite academic qualification, it means that it will be 

difficult for them to deliver the right content with confidence. This goes a long way to affect 

the academic performance of students (SAS5). In his opinion, the qualification of teachers 

can influence how effectively teachers teach. This will ultimately influence the academic 

performance of students. It is for this reason that the Ghana Education Service always seeks 

to ensure that teachers who are entrusted with teaching of students are of the utmost quality 

and of high competence.    

In the opinion of one teacher (SBT2), the teacher-student ratio in SHSs influencesthe 

academic performance of social studies students. Generally, low teacher-student ratio makes 

it difficult to deliver satisfactorily and that affects the academic performance of our students. 
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There is therefore the need to engage more social studies teachers in the schools to address 

this issue.According to another student(SBS4), the teaching styles and methods of teachers 

influence academic performance of students. In addition to that teachers’ ability to complete 

syllabus influences students’ academic performance. In his view,the style and method of 

teaching can determine whether students understand what is being taught and ultimately 

influence the academic performance of students. 

In the view of one student, thenumber of contact hours between teachers and students 

influences students’ academic performance as the contact hours between teachers and 

students is connected to the ability of teachers to complete syllabus (SAS6). 

According to a student (SAS3), lateness to school by teachers is a serious factor affecting the 

academic performance of students and must be checked.  In the opinion of another student 

(SBS5), another important factor is teachers’ absenteeism from classes. Some teachers don’t 

honour their lessons and will not do anything to make up for the loss of these lessons. This is 

why we are not able to complete our syllabus leading to poor academic performance.  

Another student (SBS7) pointed out inadequate homework assigned to students as a 

serious factor affecting the academic performance of students. In his opinion, if students are 

not assigned homework to do, there is no way they will study effectively at home or during 

preps hours. That is why our academic performance is seriously affected. 

“Thus, from the responses of the study participants, the number of contact hours between 

teachers and students, teaching styles and methods, teachers’ punctuality and regularity to 

work, teachers’ ability to complete the syllabus and qualification of teachers are the teacher-

related factors that influence academic performance of students. These findings imply that in 

the classroom, teaching styles and methods are important factors affecting the academic 

performance of social studies teachers. These factors can determine how much benefits 

students gain from teaching and learning interactions”. The findings of the current study 

support reports by(Garbacz et al.,2017) that “the teacher factors that were found to contribute 

to the low academic performance were incidences of lateness to school and absenteeism, 

inability to complete the syllabus, inadequate homework assigned to pupils and misuse of 

contact hours with students”. 

 

2. Parent-related factors that affect the academic performance of social studies students  
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In the opinions of study participants, parents’ educational level influencesthe 

academic performance of Social Studies students. According to one student, parents with 

good educational background are more likely to play a supervisory role in ensuring that 

students do their homework and take their academic work serious than those without any 

educational background (SAS1). 

In the opinion of one teacher (SBT2), parents’ financial status also influences students’ 

academic performance in social studies. According to him, parents with good financial 

standing can afford to buy study materials for their wards or even engage social studies 

teachers to take their wards through extra tuition to enable them cover the social studies 

syllables timely.One student (SBS6) was also of a similar view when he stated that, parental 

support (provision of learning materials) for students influences academic performance. 

Similarly, one teacher(SAT2) mentioned that, parents’ interest in their children’s academic 

work influences students’ academic performance.  

According to another student (SAS5), the family structure (single-parent or intact family) 

also plays a major role in the students’ academic performance 

The findings of this study are consistent with those of OECD (2019) that “parents of 

the students with low academic success are more likely to have low educational levels, work 

in less prestigious jobs with low wages, migrate, speak a different language at home rather 

than educational language and have a rural origin. Thus, there is a positive relationship 

between parental involvement and academic achievement of students”. According to 

Kyriakides et al. (2019), “the low family income, on the one hand, prevents students from 

living in a more developed settlement area, possessing a good peer group and accessing a 

school that provides a good education. It limits the level of family meeting the cost of 

education. In addition to these, family characteristics such as family size, number of siblings, 

and birth order, the environment in which the family lives and parents’ highest occupation 

level also appear to affect student achievement”. 
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3. Student-related factors that affect the academic performance of social studies 

students  

The study investigated student-related factors that affect students’ academic 

performance in social studies by seeking the views of the study participants. Stating his views 

on this issue, one teacher (SAT1) mentioned that,students’ inability to submit their homework 

in good time affects their academic performance. Another teacher (SBT2) stated that, 

students’inability to actively participate in social studies lessons is a factor that adversely 

affects their academic performance. Active participation is necessary for students to follow 

the lesson and understand properly.In the view of one student (SAS3), if students are not 

active during lessons, they are not likely to understand the topic and this could affect their 

academic performance in the subject.Another student (SBS3) was of the view that, chatting 

among the students during lessons also affects the academic performance of the students. 

Instead of paying attention to the lesson, if students have the habit of chatting among 

themselves, they are not likely to follow through the lesson and grab the concepts necessary 

for good academic performance. This is a major factor that leads to poor academic 

performance among social studies students in my school.  

One teacher (SAT2) was of the view that, students’ ability to speak good English is a 

major factor that affects social studies students’ ability to perform well academically. In his 

view, it is important for social studies students to learn and speak English very well in order 

to perform well in the social studies examination. Students’ inability to express themselves 

well in the English language is a serious contributory factor to low academic performance of 

students in my school. One student (SAS6) mentioned that, students’ attitude towards 

learning is another factor that affects students’ academic performance.In most situations, the 

attitude of students towards teaching can determine academic performance even when all the 

school, teacher and parental factors are in place. If a student has a positive attitude toward 

learning the subject, they are likely to perform better than those with negative attitude 

towards the subject.  

According to one student (SBS6), students’inner motivation also affects their 

academic performance. If there is inner motivation, the student is likely to perform well while 

students without any inner motivation are not likely to perform well academically. Another 

studentmentioned punctuality and regularity as some other factors that affect their 

performance. According to him, punctuality and regularity in class attendance are positive 
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attitudes that must be possessed by students if they have to perform well 

academically(SBS4). 

Other factors mentioned by one student (SAS3) include intellectual ability and study habit. 

According to him, students with good intellectual ability coupled with good study habit are 

likely to perform well academically. If students lack vocational goals and low self-confidence 

in social studies, they are also not likely to put up good academic performance in the 

subject.Thus, from their responses, the attitude of students towards teaching affects academic 

performance even when all the school, teacher and parental factors are in place. These 

findings give support to those of Ker (2016) indicated that “self-confidence is the most 

influential aspect of students’ performance in Maths. In line with self-confidence, motivation 

is another crucial factor explaining students’ achievement” (Nartgün & Çakır, 2014) 

The present finding on students’ inabilityto express themselves in English during 

lessons also confirms the finding ofHarju-Luukkainen et al. (2020)that student’s poor 

communication during lessons was problematic as they could not express themselves in 

English Language in order to ask or answer questions during lessons. Pupils’ ability to 

express themselves in English language is a precursor for teaching and learning; so students 

should be encouraged to learn and speak English very well. According to (Tomul et al., 

2021)“student characteristics that can influence academic performance included lateness to 

school and absenteeism. Lateness and absenteeism can make a student not get adequate 

contact hours with the teacher. As a result, the student is likely to have issues understanding 

some of the concepts taught by the teacher”. 

The current study revealed that teachers and students have similar opinions about 

student-related factors that contribute to low academic performance, an observation which is 

in line with that of Owoeye & Olatunde (2011). When students are not performing 

academically well, teachers are aware of that. In the same way, when students are not doing 

well academically, they themselves are aware of that. Students under normal circumstances 

want assistance from teachers.  
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4. School-related factors that affect the academic performance of social studies students  

The responses from the study participants showed that, among others, the school-

related factors include the classroom atmosphere, presence and adequacy of teaching and 

learning materials, supervision and monitoring and class size. According to one student 

(SAS6),if the classroom atmosphere is not convenient, this affectsteaching and learning 

process. In my school, there are no convenient facilities like funs, comfortable chairs and 

tables and so no meaningful teaching and learning materials for effective teaching and 

learning. This affect students’ academic performance of students. 

According to another student (SBS6), Supervision and monitoring of school work by 

teachers influence academic performance of students.Also, the availability of school facilities 

affects academic performance of students. One teacher (SAT1) mentioned that, Poor 

classroom environments characterized by poor ventilation, inadequate classroom furniture, 

poorly equipped science laboratories and lack of relevant books in the library are all factors 

that adversely affect students’ academic performance.Their opinions are consistent with 

reports byLucy et al. (2022)who reported that inadequate teaching learning materials 

adversely affect the social studies students’ academic performance in the Sangnarigu District 

in Northern Ghana. Inadequate classroom furniture coupled with overcrowded classroom 

results in poor academic performance. The findings of this study are consistent with those 

ofLucy et al. (2022) who revealed that poorly equipped science laboratory made it very 

difficult for students to learn and pass sciencerelated subjects in examinations.  

The observations made by the study participantsare in line with Owusuaah & 

Awumbe (2014) whose study revealed that both students and teacher participants shared 

similar opinions on classroom conditions and how they contribute to low academic 

performance of students. Inadequate facilities characterized by poor ventilation in the 

classroom can be too stressful for any meaningful teaching and learning process Lucy et al. 

(2022). Students and teachers are motivated to study well when their schools have stress-free 

classrooms, adequate classroom furniture, well-equippedlaboratories and libraries. These 

facilities promote effective teaching and learning leading to good academic performance. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
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Based on the findings from this study, the number of contact hours between teachers 

and students, teachers’ teaching styles and methods, teachers’ qualification and ability to 

complete syllabus are some teacher-related factors that influence academic performance of 

social studies students. Parent-related factors that affect social students’ academic 

performance include poor home conditions or inadequate parental support such as parents’ 

inability to provide textbooks and supplementary readers. Student-related factors such as 

poor intellectual ability, poor study habit, lack of achievement motivation, lack of vocational 

goals and low self-concept contribute to poor academic performance of students. Other 

student-related factors include students’ inactivity during lessons and students’ poor 

communication skills during lessons. School-related factors which adversely affect academic 

performance include the poor classroom atmosphere, inadequate teaching and learning 

materials, lack of supervision and monitoring and large class size.The results point out that 

the self-confidence among the student-related characteristics made a great deal of 

contribution to the academic performance of the students. This finding is consistent with 

those of Ker, (2016) who reported that the student’s self-efficacy and self-confidence are 

significant predictors of math achievement. The current findings on absenteeism were 

similarly to Kers’ (2016) report in which absenteeism from school was another important 

factor for the math achievement.The implications of the study are that, the findings of the 

study will make significant contributions to the literature. The results suggest that it would be 

beneficial to ensure the classroom atmosphere is convenient to promote effective teaching 

and learning process. It is also necessary to ensure adequate and convenient facilities like 

funs, comfortable chairs and tables as well as teaching and learning materials for effective 

teaching and learning. In addition, some precautions can be taken to reduce absenteeism in 

the schools.  

 

Recommendation 

Per the findings of the study school the following recommendations are made: 

1. Counsellors can be engaged to organize counselling talks to address issues such as 
students’ inactivity in class, late submission of academic assignment, absenteeism 
and inattentiveness in class. 

2. Education policy makers should ensure effective supervision and monitoring in 
the SHSs to help improve the atmosphere in the school environment and also 
ensure that there is quality teacher-student contact time.  

3. Educational authorities should ensure that there are enough classrooms to address 
the issues of large class sizes for improved academic work of students.  
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4. Teachers should also make the necessary efforts to ensure that syllabi are 
completed and students encouraged to have more contact hours with teachers.  

5. Parents and teachers should collaborate in ensuring that students have the right 
attitude towards teaching and learning and are motivated enough to learn.   
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