Causes and outcomes of underperforming pharmacy students: implications for policy and practice
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Introduction. Understanding the key determinants of student success and failure has become increasingly important for higher education institutions and governments due to the cost of attrition. It is important to investigate reasons for attrition and potential opportunities for improvement in student teaching and engagement in pharmacy degrees as studies are limited. 
Aims. This study aimed to understand the key determinants for poor academic performance of students completing a Bachelor of Pharmacy (BPharm), Bachelor of Pharmacy and Management (BPharmMgmt), or Master of Pharmacy (MPharm).
Methods. Data were collected on pharmacy students who had not met academic progression requirements between 2008 and 2018 at The University of Sydney, Australia. Descriptive studies were used to analyse student characteristics using SPSS software, and student self-reported reasons for poor performance were analysed reflexively using thematic analysis procedures using NVivo.

Results. This study included 164 pharmacy students. Show cause students were less likely to graduate if they transferred from another degree program (P=0.0002) or failed more than three units of study (UoS; P<0.0001). The most commonly failed UoS were related to organic or pharmaceutical chemistry, and the top student self-reported reasons for poor performance was stress/anxiety, physical health, and depression.
Discussion. Pharmacy schools should aim to address student foundational knowledge in chemistry, identify at-risk students early using pre-subject testing, and provide better services to address student mental health.

