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Abstract
Selection of learners implies that candidates are assessed 
according to criteria with the purpose of selecting the 
most suitable learners for the course.

A magister qualification is on level 8A of the National 
Qualifications Framework (NQF). The purpose of a mag
ister qualification in Nursing is the development of ad
vanced research, clinical, professional, managerial, edu
cational, leadership and consultative abilities (knowledge, 
skills, values and attitudes) for the promotion of individual, 
family, group and community health.

From the above introduction it becomes clear that there is 
a high expectations of a person with a magister qualifica
tion. Such a person should be a specialist, scientist, leader 
and role model in the profession. A magister programme 
is human-power intensive as well as capital intensive for 
both the learner and higher education institutions. It is 
therefore important to select learners with the ability to 
achieve the outcomes of the programme. Limited research 
has been conducted on the selection of post graduate learn
ers.

This leads to the question whether the current selection 
criteria (undergraduate mark and the mark in Research 
Methodology) are reasonable predictors of success for the 
magister programmes.
In order to answer this question, hypotheses with the fol
lowing variables were formulated.
❖ Achievement/ success in the magister programme 

as reflected by
❖ The mark for the dissertation or mini-dis

sertation.
-0- The level of input by the supervisor during 

the magister programme.
❖ The quality of the research article reflect

ing the research in the magister programme.
❖ Undergraduate mark
❖ Mark for Research Methodology

In order to test the hypotheses a quantitative correlation 
design was used incorporating documented data of 74 
magister graduates. Descriptive and inferential data analy
sis (P earson’s correlation  coefficient, ANOVA and 
multivariate test) were used.

The findings showed Research Methodology to be the best 
indicator of success in the magister programmes.

Introduction and Problem 
Statem ent
A magister qualification is on level 8A of the National Quali
fications Framework (NQF). The purpose of a magister quali
fication in Nursing is the development of advanced research, 
clinical, professional, managerial, educational, leadership and 
consultative abilities (knowledge, skills, values and attitudes) 
for the promotion of individual, family, group and commu
nity health (Department of Nursing, 1999).
A learner has some options for achieving a magister qualifi
cation in Nursing at the Rand Afrikaans University. The first 
option is to follow a lectured Nursing Science Magister Pro
gramme in one of the following specialisation fields, namely:
❖ Medical and Surgical Nursing Science: Critical Care 

Nursing (General)
❖ Psychiatric Nursing Science
O- Midwifery and Neonatal Nursing Science
The lectured component of the programme is followed by a
research project (mini-dissertation).
The second option is a non-lectured (dissertation-based) mag
ister programme in one of the following fields, namely:

❖ Ethos and Professional Practice
❖ Community Nursing Science
❖ Child Health Nursing Science
❖ Medical and Surgical Nursing Science: Critical Care

(General)
❖ Midwifery and Neonatal Nursing Science
❖ Psychiatric Nursing Science

Research Methodology is a fundamental, compulsory course 
for all magister programmes, with 32 credits. Learners are 
advised to do Research Methodology for non-qualification 
purposes, prior to registration for a magister programme. The 
inclusion of Research Methodology as part of a post graduate 
programme complies with international pre-requisites (Ameri
can Association of Colleges in Nursing, 1990:3).

In order to qualify for a magister qualification the learner 
should demonstrate specific competencies (knowledge, skills, 
values and attitudes) to conduct and communicate a research 
project (in written and oral format) in a scientific manner. A 
person with a magister qualification in Nursing Science func
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tions as a specialist, scientist, leader and role model.

Access into a magister programme requires the learner to have 
completed a Baccalaureate qualification on level seven (7) of 
the NQF with a minimum of 480 credits. The learner should 
have achieved a minimum of 65% in the undergraduate pro
gramme or Advanced Diploma in Nursing as related to the 
optional specialisation field. If a learner does not qualify with 
the before-mentioned criterion s/he can access a magister pro
gramme with a 60% in Research Methodology (on magister 
level). As part of the registration procedure the supervisor 
should testify that a learner is competent to complete a mag
ister qualification.

From the above introduction it becomes clear that there is a 
high expectation of a person with a magister qualification. 
Such a person should be a specialist, scientist, leader and role 
model in the profession. A magister programme is human- 
power intensive as well as capital intensive for both the learner 
and higher education institutions. It is therefore important to 
select learners with the ability to achieve the outcomes of the 
programme. Limited research has been conducted on the se
lection of postgraduate learners.

This leads to the question whether the current selection crite
ria (undergraduate mark and the mark in Research Method
ology) are reasonable predictors of success for the magister 
programmes.

Literature Review
Four focus points should be considered with regard to the 
selection of magister learners. Firstly, the importance of se
lection of magister learners should be justified. Secondly, the 
concept of success in a magister programmes should be de
fined. Thirdly the criteria for assessment should be clarified, 
and finally, the prediction value of such criteria should be 
investigated. Each of these focus points will be addressed.

Selection of learners implies that candidates should be as
sessed according to criteria with the purpose of selecting the 
most suitable learners for the course (Robbins, 1982:120). 
Selection of learners has shortcomings as a result of the pos
sible wastage of potentially successful candidates (Miller, 
1970:140). To justify the importance of selection for magister 
learners the following points could be considered.

Selection of candidates is a predictive norm of the success of 
education as well as practice of the profession (Basson, 
1981:13). The author hereby emphasises the benefits of se
lection for education as well as the practice of nursing. In 
order to present a dissertation ideas and findings should be 
substantiated with reasoned arguments and evidence (Barnes, 
1995:100). At magister level, research requires a high degree 
of critical, analytical, logical, evaluative and problem-solv
ing skills. It is therefore important to select a learner with the 
competencies to meet these demands. Magister programmes 
are human-power intensive and capital intensive for both the 
learner and the institution. To select the most suitable candi
dates therefore has advantages for both the learner and the 
institution. The qualified learner of a magister programme 
should be able to practice as a leader, specialist, scientist and 
role model in the nursing profession. It is important to en

sure the quality of nursing practice by selecting a candidate 
who will meet these demands.

To define success or failure in a magister programme is not 
easy. According to Entwistle and Wilson (1977:10), certain 
factors lead to success, namely:
❖ Progress
❖ Competence 
0- Satisfaction

In order to describe a learner as successful, all these factors 
should relate harmoniously. The learner should progress sat
isfactorily towards graduation. It is important that a learner 
in a magister programme reaches the exit outcome within 
two years after registering for the programme. Research should 
be conducted independently under the supervision of a study 
leader. During supervision, the input level is also an impor
tant indicator of success.

The learner should be competent to perform and communi
cate a research project scientifically. The abilities of the learner 
to communicate the research project satisfactorily will be re
flected by the average mark awarded by the supervisor and 
external examiners. Formal success criteria are based on nu
meral values attained during evaluation or exam ination 
(Entwistle & Wilson, 1977:11). The learner’s understanding 
of the research process will be reflected by the quality of the 
research article from the dissertation/mini-dissertation.

The before-mentioned statements support the description of 
success (dependant variables) in the magister programme for 
this study, namely:
0- The mark for the dissertation or mini-dissertation.
❖ The level of input of the supervisor during the magis

ter programme as described by the scale in table 1.
❖ The quality of the research article reflecting the 

research for the magister qualification as described by 
the scale in table 2.

The third point of importance in the selection of magister 
learners is the selection criteria. Although little research has 
been conducted on selection of learner for post-graduate studies 
(Miller, 1977:132), the principles of selection and predictors 
for success in research in undergraduate studies can be used 
for this purpose.

Academic achievements are widely used as indicators for suc
cess in institution of higher education. Research indicates that 
grade point average is a significant factor in the prediction of 
success in undergraduate studies (Botes & Du Plessis, 1989; 
Wing & Wallach, 1971:15; Entwistle & Wilson, 1977:18). 
There are, however, shortcomings in school achievement as a 
predictor of undergraduate success (Miller, 1970:132).

According to Eddins (1983) a significant relatedness can be 
found between study habits, as reflected by adequate and timely 
completion of assignments, regular class attendance and by 
asking questions in class, and success in graduate studies. 
Attempts were made to assess a learner’s ability to adjust to 
the pressure and stress in higher education institutions (Wing 
& W allach,1971:ll). The “one who can get started” is a sim
ple way of describing a good learner (Barnes, 1995:1). Suc
cessful learners are those in control of their own lives and
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learning (Barnes, 1995:7). Signs of curiosity and an inquir
ing mind are good traits for potential researchers (Barnes, 
1995:101).

Failing to comply with the requirements for a qualification 
could firstly be due to misjudging the requirements and sec
ondly to not really wanting to study (Barnes, 1995:5). It is 
not good enough to study for a magister qualification because 
it is nice to have it. Motivation to study is vital for success 
(Bames, 1995:5). The importance of hard work, effective study 
methods, intellectual competencies and motivation are self- 
evident success predictors (Entwistle & Wilson, 1977:13). 
Internal motivation is reflected by an attitude of “learning for 
the learning sake” (Entwistle & Wilson, 1977:30).

In order to qualify for postgraduate research, learners are re
quired to possess a good (70% and higher) honours degree 
(Miller, 1970:132). A study reported high grades in under
graduate study as not being significantly related to success at 
magister level. Social adjustment was directly related to the 
performance of PhD candidates. Although older learners are 
expected to have greater social responsibilities than younger 
learners, more aspects of their social life are vulnerable to 
maladjustment during studies.

Interview assessment of candidates’ favourable or negative 
attitudes to post graduate studies failed to distinguish signifi
cantly between successful and unsuccessful learners. This 
implies that selective interviews achieve very little (Miller, 
1970:132).

A trial period to assess the competencies of research candi
dates was proposed by Hudson (1965). However, in a sample 
of 85, Whitehand (1966) found no correlation between the 
mark for the research project in the undergraduate course and 
success in post graduate studies. Most accounted for factors 
in the variance were indicative of the learners’ favourable 
self-perception of their competencies and the desire to work 
autonomously, as well as their sense of responsibility (Miller, 
1970:136).

In order to clarify the criteria for selection the following points 
from the above literature review are important. Academic 
achievements are widely used as selection criteria although 
one study reported no significant relation between grades in 
the undergraduate course and success at magister level. The 
selection policy for postgraduate learners at the Rand 
Afrikaans University also identifies the marks in the under
graduate course as a criterion for selection.

Further criteria from the literature review are study habits, 
motivation and responsibility. A trial period to assess the 
competencies of research candidates was also proposed. The 
mark for or achievement in Research Methodology at magis
ter level can be viewed as a reflection of candidates’ study 
habits, motivation and sense of responsibility. The recommen
dation that learners do Research Methodology before regis
tering for a magister programme seems to be justified as a 
trial period to assess the competencies to conduct research.

The last point of importance, namely the influence of these 
criteria for predicting success in the magister programme will 
be reflected by the results of this study.

Research purpose and 
objectives
To describe the influence of selection criteria for magister 
learners based on the relatedness of the following variables, 
namely:
❖ Achievement/success in the magister programme as 

reflected by
❖ The mark for the dissertation or mini-disser

tation.
❖ The level of input by the supervisor during the 

magister programme as described by the scale 
in table 1.

❖ The quality of the research article reflecting the 
research for the magister programme as 
described by the scale in table 2.

❖ Undergraduate mark.
❖ Mark in Research Methodology.

The following null hypotheses were formulated for the study, 
namely:
1. There is no relatedness between the learner’s under 

graduate mark and the mark for the dissertation/mini
dissertation in the magister programme.

2. There is no relatedness between the learner’s under
graduate mark and the level of input by the supervisor 
during the magister programme.

3. There is no relatedness between the learner’s under
graduate mark and the quality of the research article 
produced by the learner.

4. There is no relatedness between the learner’s mark in 
Research Methodology and the mark for the disser
tation/mini-dissertation in the magister programme.

5. There is no relatedness between the learner’s mark in 
Research Methodology and the level of input by the 
supervisor during the magister programme.

6. There is no relatedness between the learner’s mark in 
Research Methodology and the quality of the research 
article produced by the learner.

Operational definitions
The following operational definitions are applicable for this 
research.

Undergraduate mark
Refers to the mark obtained in the undergraduate programme 
for the course that corresponds with the field of specialisation 
in the magister programme. If a learner does a magister in 
Midwifery, the final mark for the course in Midwifery will be 
relevant.

M ark in Research Methodology
Refers to the mark obtained for the course for Research Meth
odology that is compulsory for all magister programmes. The 
learners usually do the course in Research Methodology prior 
to registering for the magister programme.

Achievement/success in the magister 
programme
The achievement in the magister programme is reflected by
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the following components, namely:
❖ The mark for the dissertation or mini-dissertation.
❖ The level of input by the supervisor during the magis- 

ter programme, as described by the scale in table 1.
❖ The quality of the research article reflecting the 

research for the magister programme as described by 
the scale in table 2.

Research design
A quantitative correlational (Bums and Grove, 1993:29) de
sign was used. The researcher adhered to the ethical stand
ards for Nurse researchers, as described by DENOSA (1997).

Data collection and population
The following data was collected from documents of magis
ter learners, who have completed their studies during 1990 
to 1997:
❖ Mark of the relevant undergraduate course.
❖ Mark in Research Methodology.
❖ Average mark for the dissertation or mini-dissertation.

The study supervisors were asked to evaluate their input dur
ing supervision (table 1) as well as the quality of the research 
article (table 2) according the two scales. Data of seventy- 
four (n=74) learners was available and complete.

Data analysis
The following descriptive (Bums and Grove, 1993:475478) 
and bivariate inferential data analysis (Burns and Grove, 
1993: 509-517) were conducted, namely:
❖ Descriptive statistics (measurement of central tendency 

and dispersion).

•0 Bivariate correlation with the Pearson’s Product-
moment correlation coefficient and the testing of the 
correlation coefficient.

❖ One way analysis of variance (ANOVA).
❖ Multivariate Test (Generalised linear model).

Validity and reliability
Measurements, such as document triangulation were employed 
to ensure the validity and reliability of the data (Bums and 
Grove, 1993:277).

Research findings and 
discussion
Table 3 provides the data for the continuous variables, namely 
marks obtained in the undergraduate qualification, for Re
search Methodology and for the dissertation/mini-disserta
tion. The number, minimum and maximum mark, mean and 
standard deviation are described. The data of 74 completed 
magister qualifications were accessible. The minimum range 
of the marks was above 50% as only successful learners formed 
part of the population. The hypotheses will be used to con
tinue the discussion of the findings.

Relatedness of the learner’s undergraduate mark and the mark
for the dissertation/mini-disserta
tion in the magister programme 
Table 4 shows a significant corre
lation (0.414) at a 0.001 level be
tween the undergraduate mark and 
the mark for the dissertation/mini
dissertation. The null hypothesis, 
of no correlation, can be rejected 
as the undergraduate mark can be 
used to predict success in the mag
ister programme.

Relatedness of the learner’s un
dergraduate mark and the level of 
input by the supervisor during the 
magister programme 
Table 4 shows no significant cor

relation between the undergraduate 
mark and the level of supervision by 
the supervisor. This could be related 
to the fact that the level of supervi
sion is not a continuous variable. Ta
ble 5 shows no differences relating 
to the level of supervision (refer to 
table 1). This implies that learners 
with high undergraduate marks could 
still require a high level of supervi
sion. The allocation  of m agister 
learners to a supervisor does not im
ply that a supervisor can increase the 

number of learners for supervision for a specific period due 
of the high marks of individual learners for that period.

Relatedness of the learner’s undergraduate mark and the qual
ity of the research article produced by the learner 
Table 4 shows no significant correlation between the under
graduate mark and the standard of the research article. This

Table 1 Scale for the evaluation of input during study supervision

1. Learner works independently and requires less than the normal input

2. Learner requires normal input during study supervision

3. Learner requires above normal input during study supervision, but completed 
the qualification within two years

4. Learner requires above normal input and takes longer than two years to 
complete the study

Table 2 Scale for the evaluation of the research article

1. The research article could be presented for publication without changes

2. The research article could be presented for publication with minor changes

3. The research article could be presented for publication with major changes

4. The research article is not suitable for publication.
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Table 3 Descriptive statistics of continuous variables

N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard
Deviation

Undergraduate
mark

74 50.00 84.00 65.7835 8.6615

Research
Methodology 74 50.00 86.00 65.4595 8.1915

Dissertation/
Mini-dissertation

74 54.00 81.00 67.8108 7.2181

Relatedness of the learner’s mark 
in Research Methodology and the 
level of input by the supervisor 
during the magister programme. 
Table 4 shows no significant cor
relation between the mark for Re
search Methodology and the level 
of supervision. This could be re
lated to the fact that the level of 
supervision is not a continuous 
variable. Table 5 shows no differ
ences between the level of super
vision (refer to table 1).

Table 4  Pearson Correlation of variables

Dissertation/
Mini-dissertation

Supervision Research article

Undergraduate mark 0.414 -0.157 -0.065

Research Methodology 0.518 -0.253 -0.176

Table 5 One w ay analysis (A N O V A ) of discrete variables

Differences between groups in discrete data (Refer to tables 1&2)

Undergraduate mark F=1.059 Df=3 S ig n ifican ce^ .372

Research Methodology F=1.816 Df=3 S ign ificance^. 152

Relatedness of the learner’s mark 
in Research Methodology and the 

quality of the research article produced 
by the learner.
Table 4 shows no significant correlation 
between the mark for Research Method
ology and the standard of the research 
article. This could be related to the fact 
that the standard of the research article is 
not a continuous variable. Table 5 shows 
no differences in the mark for Research 
Methodology and the standard of the re

search article (refer to table 
2).

Conclusions 
and 
recommendations

Table 6 Generalised Line ar M odel (M u ltivariate )

Linear combination of supervision input, standard of research 
article and mark for dissertation

Undergraduate mark F=0.950 Df=3 Significance=0.421

Research Methodology F=3.994 Df=3 Significance=0.011

could be related to the fact that the standard of the research 
article is not a continuous variable. Table 5 shows no differ
ences relating to the standard of the research article (refer to 
table 2).

Relatedness of the learner’s mark in Research Methodology 
and the mark for the dissertation/mini-dissertation for the 
magister programme
Table 4 shows a very good correlation (0,518) between the 
mark for Research Methodology and the mark for the dis
sertation/mini-dissertation (p-value=0,001). The mark in Re
search Methodology is a better predictor of success in the 
magister programme (reflected by the mark in the disserta
tion/mini-dissertation) than the mark for the undergraduate 
qualification.

The achievement/success in 
the magister programme is 
reflected by the mark for the 

dissertation/mini-dissertation, 
the level of supervision and the 
standard of the research article. 
Table 6 shows the results of the 
multivariate regression with the 
combination of the three indi
cators as the dependent variable 
and the undergraduate mark 
and the m ark in R esearch  
Methodology as the independ
ent variables. The result indi

cates that Research Methodology is the best predictor of suc
cess for the magister programme.
Based on the above evidence it can be recommended that the 
mark in Research Methodology should be the only criteria 
for selection of learners for magister programmes. Based on 
the literature review and empirical results the current proce
dure that allows a learner to do Research Methodology, prior 
to the registering for a magister programme, is justified. From 
the above evidence, it can be proposed to use a mark of 60% 
for Research Methodology for selection purposes.

Summ ary
The selection of post-graduate learners should be recognised 
as one of the many factors relating to problems of success,
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failure and wastage (Miller, 1970:140). It will therefore be 
necessary to look beyond selection in order to find possible 
ways of developing learners potential after selection.
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