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ABSTRACT 

 

There are many contextual challenges related to this problem. Some of these include the 

mass of diverse students entering tertiary institutions and the level of educational 

preparedness of these students. Moreover, the lasting legacy of Apartheid brings its own 

challenges in relation to widening access for students entering South African higher 

education institutions. There are considerable repercussions related to the costs of re-

educating students and re-admitting failing students into continuously growing classes. 

Furthermore, there is a protruding argument that the level of student 

readiness/preparedness is continually declining. The above-mentioned challenges place 

extreme pressure on higher education institutions and their staff to provide academic 

support to students, along with maintaining adequate pass rates. Reflecting on the 

challenges faced in the South African higher educational context, it is evident that the 

development and implementation of academic support programmes are important.  These 

programmes are aimed at providing quality learning and teaching and counteracting 

declining success rates.  In addition, there is a need to transform how massification of 

higher education takes place, to address the challenges of diverse student profiles, 

dropout rates and low throughput rates.  

 

This study explored the impact of academic support interventions on academic 

performance by focusing on student engagement as it is the leading factor of academic 

success. For the purpose of this study, this was measured through the attendance of 

academic interventions. Student engagement may be defined as the time and energy 

learners dedicate to educational activities both inside and outside of the classroom, along 

with the policies and practices institutions use to persuade students to partake in these 

activities.  

 

The findings revealed that academic interventions indeed have a positive influence on 

student behaviour and student academic progress. The results of this study could assist 

the department of HRM in determining the effectiveness of academic interventions 

created for first year students. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION, BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH, 

PROBLEM STATEMENT AND OUTLINE OF THE RESEARCH STUDY 

 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

The aim of the study was to investigate whether attending academic interventions 

influenced the academic performance of students enrolled for the Diploma in Human 

Resource Management (HRM) and the Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programmes, in 

particular in three of the first year modules, namely Business Management, Accounting 

for Personnel Practitioners and Personnel Management at the Nelson Mandela University.  

 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the theoretical background, 

problem statements and objectives of the study. In addition, a brief explanation of the 

method will be included, as well as an outline of the chapters of the treatise.  

 

1.2  BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH  

 

The success rates of students in higher education institutions are appalling (Strydom, Kuh 

& Mentz, 2010). There are several contextual challenges directly related to this problem, 

including the mass of diverse students entering tertiary institutions and the lasting legacy 

of the Apartheid education system, which to date has not been completely resolved. More 

importantly, students’ preparedness, readiness and engagement or lack thereof to enter 

tertiary institutions largely contribute to their success or failure rates (Strydom et al., 2010). 

Bergh and Theron (2009) refer to student readiness as the point where individuals are 

mature enough to benefit from a learning experience such as entering a tertiary institution. 

In relation, preparedness can be seen as a state of readiness. The main focus of this 

study is on student engagement as it is the leading factor of academic success. Student 

engagement therefore refers to the time and energy learners dedicate to educational 

activities both inside and outside of the classroom, along with the policies and practices 

institutions use to persuade students to partake in these activities (Kuh, 2007). Student 

engagement is therefore positively linked to desirable learning outcomes such as critical 

thinking and good academic results (Carini, Kuh & Klein, 2006). 
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Following the first democratic election in 1994, the higher education system in South Africa 

has changed dramatically. Currently, the higher education system is more open and 

accessible, bearing diverse student populations with various mobility profiles. Students 

are also enrolled in flexible degree programmes where engaged academics aim at 

producing a reformed curriculum which assesses students in terms of competencies and 

outcomes (Scott, Yeld & Hendry, 2007). However, Lewin and Mawoyo (2014) question 

the efficacy of this ‘dramatic change’, given that student persistence and retention remain 

very ambiguous.  

 

There are a number of factors that contribute to students’ success or lack thereof at 

university level. In South Africa particularly, students’ socio-economic and cultural 

backgrounds are examples of prominent contributing factors (Fraser & Killen, 2003; 

Petersen, Louw & Dumont, 2009). In addition to this, several students are also faced with 

learning disorders. Feast (2002) states that teaching methods also contribute to the 

engagement of students. Kuh et al. (2005) define student engagement as the amount of 

time and effort that a student invests in academic or other activities leading to the 

experiences and outcomes associated with academic success. Moreover, student 

engagement is also influenced by the methods the institutions use to allocate their 

resources, and organise learning opportunities and services in such a way as to induce 

the student to partake and benefit from these activities (Strydom et al., 2010). 

 

An additional, major contributing factor to the academic success of students’ is the 

difference between the language of teaching and the student’s home language (van Dyk, 

Zybrands, Cillie & Coetzee, 2009). This view is similar to that of Butler and van Dyk (2004) 

who state that poor or no proficiency in the language of instruction has a large impact on 

academic success.  

 

Several studies have indicated that one of the primary reasons for first year failure or high 

dropout rates of students, is academic unpreparedness, which can be directly related to 

student readiness (Makoni, 2010). Inequality in South Africa, as an effect of Apartheid 

policies, is the most prominent cause for academic unpreparedness where low graduation 

and throughput rates still affect black students, particularly those from poor backgrounds 
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(Scott et al., 2007). Apartheid policies enforced separate education opportunities and are 

still influencing policies and education today. Nagel (2010) states that the importance of 

being placed in either an English or Afrikaans class as the only mediums of instruction in 

secondary schools, continue to create inequality and many students do not perform 

adequately in tertiary education as a result. Academic literacy, which comprises reading, 

writing, listening and speaking, has been identified as the determinant of academic 

success or failure in university students (van Dyk et al., 2009). Learners, who do not speak 

English as their first language, are often taught and assessed in English. As imagined, 

students find learning new and advanced subject content very challenging, along with the 

complexity of learning the content in an unfamiliar language which is not their mother 

tongue. This is a somewhat daunting experience for many students entering various 

universities in South Africa.  

 

In relation to the above-mentioned, student preparedness is a concept related to student 

readiness. Bergh (2011) defines readiness as the point whereby an individual has 

matured enough to benefit from learning experiences, such as being ready to benefit from 

tertiary education. At the time of this study, people applying to study at a university in 

South Africa, including Nelson Mandela University had to meet prescribed minimum 

admission requirements. This included the calculation of an APS score based on school 

results as well as requirements for achievement in Mathematics. Should an applicant not 

have met the requirements and fell within a specific band, the applicant would be sent for 

a National Benchmark Test (NBT), which is proficiency test designed to measure students’ 

abilities to transfer their understanding of academic literacy. If the applicant met the 

requirements for passing the NBT assessment, they would be recommended for intake. 

At the Nelson Mandela University in 2011, the APS score for the Diploma in HRM 

Programme was increased from 22 to 32, as illustrated in Table 1.1.  
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Table 1.1: Adjusted APS admission score for the Diploma in HRM Programme at 

Nelson Mandela University 

UNIVERSITY PREVIOUS 

APS 

SCORE 

ADJUSTED 

APS 

SCORE 

MATHEMATICS 

SCORE 

REQUIRED 

MATHEMATICAL 

LITERACY 

Nelson 

Mandela 

University 

22 32 Minimum Level 3 

(40-49%) 

Minimum Level 6 

(70-79%) 

Source: 

(https://www.mandela.ac.za/www/media/Store/documents/apply/admission/quickdoc/pro

spectus/2019-BES-Prospectus.pdf) 

 

In 2011, the minimum APS score requirements were adjusted at a number of South 

African universities due to high failure and dropout rates amongst first year students. Table 

1.1 illustrates the increase in the APS admission score for Diploma in HRM Programme 

at Nelson Mandela University, which was adjusted from 22 to 32 points. In addition, the 

table includes the minimum mathematical band required. At the Nelson Mandela 

University, provision was made for those students who did not meet the direct 

requirements for their chosen programme. At the university, the Centre for Access 

Assessment and Research (CAAR) administered proficiency tests to university applicants 

who did not meet the direct academic requirements for an academic programme, but who 

did meet the testing requirements as an opportunity to be assessed for admission into 

their academic programme of choice.  

 

Several factors are considered before an admission’s decision is made regarding whether 

or not an applicant could be accepted into their preferred programme. It should be noted 

that currently CAAR no longer exists at Nelson Mandela University, due to the introduction 

of a new assessment system. The university however makes provision for school-leaving 

students to write the National Benchmark Test. As already indicated, the NBT measures 

students’ abilities to transfer understanding of academic literacy, quantitative literacy and 

Mathematics to the demands of tertiary coursework. The National Benchmark Tests are 

https://www.mandela.ac.za/www/media/Store/documents/apply/admission/quickdoc/prospectus/2019-BES-Prospectus.pdf
https://www.mandela.ac.za/www/media/Store/documents/apply/admission/quickdoc/prospectus/2019-BES-Prospectus.pdf
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comprised of three multiple choice tests, written as a combined Academic Literacy and 

Quantitative Literacy (AQL) Test, and a separate Mathematics Test (NBT, 2019).  

 

The crux of this particular study is student engagement, specifically measured through the 

attendance of academic interventions. The background of the study therefore centres on 

the readiness and engagement of entering university students and the need for academic 

interventions to ensure successful programme completion as a desired outcome. The 

study focuses on readiness and engagement, but ultimately on the influence of 

interventions on the success of students enrolled for the Diploma in HRM and the Diploma 

in HRM (Extended) Programmes. 

 

1.3  PROBLEM STATEMENTS 

 

From the above overview, several problems emerge from an overview of current research. 

 

1.3.1  Problem statement 1 

 

First year failure and high dropout rates stem from academic unpreparedness, which imply 

that students are not ready to benefit optimally from learning experiences offered. The 

HRM department at the Nelson Mandela University has introduced interventions to assist 

their students with their academic preparation. It is necessary to determine whether the 

various academic interventions offered, impact the performance of students in the 

Diploma in HRM and the Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programmes.  

 

1.3.2  Problem statement 2   

 

Not all students are equally prepared and ready for tertiary education and as a result, 

previous academic successes and experiences could affect the effect of academic 

interventions on academic success. The research objectives are discussed in the next 

section.  
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1.4 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

 

The following objectives were formulated to address the problem statements. 

 

1.4.1  General research objective 

 

The primary aim of this research study was to investigate the impact of academic 

interventions on students enrolled in the Diploma in HRM and the Diploma in HRM 

(Extended) Programmes at Nelson Mandela University. This was done by comparing the 

baseline (average of first two tests) performance of students with their final performance 

levels and determining whether students who attended academic interventions 

experienced a greater improvement in performance than those who did not attend. 

 

A secondary objective of this study was to investigate whether the relationship between 

participation in academic interventions and academic success is moderated by whether 

students were admitted to the Diploma in HRM or the Diploma in HRM (Extended) 

Programme. 

  

1.5 DELINEATION OF TERMS, CONSTRUCTS AND CONCEPTS 

 

It is generally acknowledged that different constructs and concepts have different 

meanings, depending on the nature of one’s perspective and research background. For 

the purposes of this treatise, a list of operational terms is clearly defined to minimise any 

confusion.  

 

a.  Academic interventions: A strategy used to teach a new skill, build fluency in a 

skill or encourage a student to apply an existing skill to new situations or settings (Wright, 

1996). In the context of this study, academic interventions include academic advising 

interventions and tutorials. 

 

b.  Engagement:  The amount of time and effort that a student invests in academic or 

other activities leading to the experiences and outcomes contributing to academic success 
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(Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh & Whitt, 2005). In this study, engagement is measured in terms of 

attendance of academic interventions. 

 

c. Student readiness: Student readiness is referred to as the overall ability of students 

to meet basic requirements for succeeding in higher education without attending remedial 

classes and within the recommended minimum amount of time required to complete the 

qualification (Agherdien, 2014). 

 

d. National Benchmark Test (NBT): The National Benchmark Tests (NBTs) are 

assessments for first year applicants into higher education institutions. The NBTs were 

designed to measure a writer’s ability to transfer understanding of Academic Literacy, 

Quantitative Literacy and Mathematics to the demands of tertiary coursework.  

 

e. CAAR (Centre for Access Assessment and Research): CAAR administers 

proficiency tests to university applicants who do not meet the direct academic 

requirements for an academic programme. 

 

f. HRM students: In terms of this particular study, HRM students refer to students 

enrolled in the Human Resource Management Diploma Programme and Extended 

Programme. The National Qualifications Framework (NQF) is a comprehensive system, 

approved by the Minister of Higher Education and Training for the classification, 

registration and publication of articulated and quality-assured national qualifications and 

part-qualifications obtained from tertiary institutions (South African Qualifications 

Authority, 2014). The study focused specifically on HRM students enrolled for three 

modules: Business Management, Accounting for Personnel Practitioners and Personnel 

Management, presented on a first year level.  

 

1.6  THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

 

The research process involves an account of how the researcher plans to interact with the 

research domain to produce scientifically valid research. While this research aimed to be 

descriptive, explanatory and evaluative to some extent, emphasis was placed primarily on 
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its validity goal where the research specifically measured what it was intended to measure, 

and secondly on its reliability goal, which aimed to ensure consistency in the results of the 

study throughout the research process. The central theoretical statement is provided next. 

  

1.7  CENTRAL THEORETICAL STATEMENT 

 

The testable statement derived from the theoretical section of this treatise is that academic 

interventions influence the academic performance of first year Diploma in HRM and 

Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programme students. Therefore, there is a need to establish 

a relationship between the two.  As such, the following hypothesis is formulated: 

 

H1= Participation in academic interventions influence the academic success of students. 

 

1.8  RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

In the following sections, the research design is discussed with specific reference to the 

type, the sample, the measuring instrument, validity, reliability and ethical aspects. 

 

1.8.1  Research type 

 

This study is of a quantitative nature. A quasi-experimental and correlational research 

design was used. This method is an empirical study used to estimate the causal impact 

of an intervention on its target population without random assignment. Furthermore, the 

research design was evaluative in nature as it investigated the effect academic 

interventions had on the academic performance of Diploma in HRM and Diploma in HRM 

(Extended) Programme students and whether attending interventions contributed to 

student success. Labaree and Scimeca (2016) suggest that quantitative research focuses 

on looking at research from an objective angle, highlighting the use of numerical analysis 

and statistics. Furthermore, the research design was exploratory in nature as it explored 

the impact of academic interventions on the academic performance of Diploma in HRM 

and Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programme students in three first year modules.  
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1.8.2  Validity and reliability of the study 

 

Validity is referred to as the ability of the test to accurately measure what it is intended to 

measure (Foxcroft & Roodt, 2013). Moreover, Moerdyk (2015) refers to reliability as the 

degree of consistency in what the study intends to measure. More specifically, a study will 

be reliable when it gives the same repeated result under the same conditions. A number 

of measures were taken to ensure that this study was both reliable and valid. To ensure 

that the research was conducted within an ethical framework, several ethical issues were 

taken into consideration. The validity and reliability of the literature and empirical study 

were improved by:  

• Utilising accredited scholarly journals and articles as well as previous studies 

conducted at the Nelson Mandela University; 

• Ensuring that literature was gathered in a logical and coherent manner; 

• Gathering valid data; and 

• Utilising the services of a statistician. 

 

1.8.3  Population and sampling 

 

The population included Diploma in HRM and Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programme 

students who were registered for the Business Management, Accounting for Personnel 

Practitioners and Personnel Management modules on a first year level in 2018. The 

sample consisted of Diploma in HRM and Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programme 

students who agreed to participate in the study. Other than meeting the previously 

mentioned criteria for inclusion, no restrictions were made with regard to the 

demographics of students, as the researcher wanted a diverse and representative 

sample. 

 

1.8.4  Data collection 

 

Existing data was used for the study. The data for the study was collected by having 

access to academic records via the HRM department. Unobtrusive measures were 
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therefore used for data collection. An unobtrusive measure is referred to as a method of 

making observations without the direct participation of the participants. Unobtrusive 

measures are therefore designed to illuminate a major problem faced in research, which 

is how participants’ awareness of the research study affects their behaviour and the 

potential distortion of research results (Crossman, 2017).  It is noted that participants in 

the study gave permission for accessing their records even though they did not directly 

participate in the process.   

 

1.8.5  Data processing 

 

To process the collected data, a Microsoft Excel file was compiled with information relating 

to academic performance and attendance of academic interventions.   

 

1.8.6  Data analysis 

 

Descriptive and inferential statistical analyses were used. Descriptive statistics included 

measures of central tendency, namely mean, standard deviations, percentages and 

frequency distributions.  

 

In addition, t-tests were used to establish statistically significant differences between the 

results of students based on their attendance of academic interventions and their 

academic performance. A paired t-test is used to compare two population means where 

two samples exist in which observations in one sample can be paired with observations 

in the other sample (Shier, 2004). For this study, the results for the first two tests per 

module, called the baseline mark were compared against the final mark for the selected 

modules, with attendance of academic intervention being a moderating variable. 

 

1.8.7  Ethical responsibility in the research 

 

To ensure that the research was conducted within an ethical framework, the researcher 

applied for ethical clearance at the Nelson Mandela University (H19-BES-HRM-007). 

Furthermore, the following issues were considered: 
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• The researcher, to the best of her ability, conducted the research in a responsible 

manner; 

• The researcher avoided plagiarism throughout the research process; 

• To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, the research was not biased towards 

any parties involved in the study; and  

• In terms of confidentiality, the researcher, ensured that no identifying information 

was made available to any parties not directly related to the study. In addition, the 

researcher worked under the guidance of the Head of Department of Human 

Resource Management, Professor Amanda Werner, who was also the research 

supervisor. 

 

1.9 ANTICIPATED VALUE OR BENEFITS OF THE STUDY 

 

The results could assist the department of HRM in determining the effectiveness of 

academic interventions created for first year students. 

    

1.10  CHAPTER LAYOUT 

 

CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION  

Chapter 2 Literature review  

Chapter 3 Methodology  

Chapter 4 Presentation and analysis of results 

Chapter 5 Conclusions 

References  

 

1.11 DISSEMINATION OF RESULTS/FINDINGS 

 

Since the study was based on current students at the Nelson Mandela University, the 

general results of this study could be shared within the department amongst staff and 

students. Moreover, a copy of this treatise will be placed in the Nelson Mandela University 

library. 
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1.12  CONCLUSION 

 

The researcher has provided a background to the research theme and defined objectives 

relevant to the study. In the following chapter, the proposed theoretical model, the 

literature report on the constructs under analysis as well as the presentation of the 

hypothesis of the study are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1  INTRODUCTION 

 
In Chapter 1 of this study, the main problem and sub-problems were introduced and briefly 

discussed. The purpose of this study was to investigate the influence of academic 

interventions on the academic performance of Diploma in HRM and Diploma in HRM 

(Extended) Programme students at Nelson Mandela University. This chapter is comprised 

of a theoretical overview presenting the current challenges facing higher education in 

South Africa, and the factors contributing toward academic preparedness, student 

engagement and academic support provided by higher education institutions which can 

be directly related to academic success. These topics will be discussed in greater detail 

in the sections to follow below. 

 

2.2  CHALLENGES FACING HIGHER EDUCATION 

  

Despite the dramatic change in the higher education system in South Africa following the 

first democratic election in 1994, the country still faces several challenges related to 

tertiary education. Following the establishment of the National Qualifications Framework 

(NQF) and simultaneous transformation of the education system, entry into the higher 

education system is more open and accessible with diverse student populations and 

various mobility profiles. The primary objective of the massification of higher education is 

to address past inequalities through creating equal educational opportunities, therefore 

making provision for historically disadvantaged individuals. The National Development 

Plan (NDP) supported this massification of education by setting a goal for South Africa to 

increase its university student enrolment from 1 million to 1.6 million by 2030 (DHET, 

2018). Table 2.1 illustrates the number of students enrolled in higher education institutions 

in South Africa in addition to identifying the numbers enrolled in public and private 

institutions and colleges in the country. Furthermore, Figure 2.1 illustrates the percentage 

distribution of student enrolments in post-school education and training institutions. This 

is promising evidence for the transformation of the higher education system presented by 
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the massification of higher education, highlighting how accessible post-school education 

has become, given the diverse student populations that prevail.    

 

The Council on Higher Education (CHE) highlighted progress made in terms of widening 

access in its twenty-year review to the Parliamentary Committee (Parliamentary 

Monitoring Group, 2015). Moreover, the overall enrolment at public and private higher 

education institutions (HEI) in South Africa has grown to 1.1 million in 2016 with public 

higher education institutions enrolling 975 837 students and private higher education 

institutions enrolling 167 408 students (Annual Stats Report, 2016). Adversely, cohort 

studies indicate that approximately 30% of students drop out of tertiary education in their 

first year, and a staggering 55% of all students never graduate (CHE, 2014). Therefore, 

as much as massification has taken place to widen access and address historical 

inequalities, major challenges emerge that relate to students with diverse profiles and 

mobility, as well as unacceptable first year dropout rates and low throughput rates.  

 

Table 2.1: Student enrolment at Post-school Education and Training (PSET) 

Institutions in South Africa 

 Higher Education Institutions 

(HEIs) 

Colleges Total: 

Post- 

School 

Education 

& Training 

(PSET) Public Private Total TVET CET Private Total 

Number of 

institutions 

26 123 149 50 9 279 338 487 

Number of 

students 

enrolled 

975 837 167 408 1 143 245 705 397 273 431 168 911 1 147 739 2 290 984 

Source: DHET Annual Stats Report (2016) 

 

Referring to the table above, in 2016 there were 26 public Higher Education Institutions, 

123 registered private Higher Education Institutions, 50 Technical and Vocational 

Education and Training (TVET) colleges, 279 registered private colleges and nine 
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Community Education and Training (CET) colleges. A total of 229 0984 students enrolled 

in PSET. The majority, 975 837, enrolled in public HEIs. Almost two thirds of these 

students (638 001) enrolled in 2016, through contact mode of learning, whilst 337 836 

students enrolled for distant learning (DHET Annual Stats Report, 2016). The 2016 DHET 

Annual Stats Report further highlights that enrolment in TVET colleges reached 705 397 

in 2016. This figure was deduced from a count of students enrolled in the TVET colleges 

for each registration cycle. The NDP stated that the headcount enrolment in TVET 

colleges should increase to 2.5 million by 2030. Making reference to the above statistics 

relating to student enrolment at Post-School Education and Training (PSET) Institutions 

in South Africa and in relation to the massification of higher education, implementing 

academic support interventions for students entering university is likely to have positive 

implications in terms of reduced dropout rates and the overall success rates of students. 

 

Figure 2.1: Percentage distribution of student enrolments in post-school education 

and training institutions in 2016 

 

Source: DHET Annual Stats Report (2016) 

 

Referring to Figure 2.1 above, it is evident that half of students (50%) who enrolled in post-

school education and training institutions in South Africa did so through HEIs. Whilst 

Private Colleges had the least enrolments (7%), it was still 52% more enrolments than the 

previous year. Private Colleges enrolled 168 911 students in 2016, compared to 88 203 

in 2015 which is just over double the previous number of students. CET Colleges enrolled 

7%
12%

31%

50%

Student enrollments

Private colleges CET colleges TVET colleges HEI's
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273 431 students in 2016, which was 3.6% (10 171) less students compared to 2015 

enrolments. Provided that the NDP target for CET Colleges is 1 million students, it is 

obvious that achieving this target is difficult. When referring to the increasing number of 

students enrolling in higher education institutions, it is important to consider the statistics 

on how many students actually graduate in comparison to the number of enrolments. It is 

therefore necessary to contemplate the implications for success. Generally, the 

implications for student success are related to factors such as student motivation, student 

retention, engagement, academic support and other interventions provided by institutions. 

In addition, one must investigate the factors around the challenges faced in higher 

education in South Africa.  

 

South African students entering universities do so from conditions of severe inequality 

regarding schooling, race, class, financial and other resources. Despite the South African 

higher education system being reconditioned following 1994, poor performance at school 

level prevails due to a lack of quality teachers, textbooks and time-on-task teaching, 

particularly in disadvantaged schools (Chetty & Pather, 2016). The authors further assert 

that policies regarding widening access to higher education have led to an increased 

institutional intake from poor and disadvantaged backgrounds without the ‘cultural capital’ 

considered necessary for success. It can therefore be reasoned that numerous students 

drop out for several reasons relating to poor programme choice, maladjustment, social 

circumstances, health and finance (Chetty & Pather, 2016). 

 

The 2019 South African Budget speech conducted by the Minister of Finance at the time, 

Tito Mboweni stated that R111.2 billion – half of the total budget deficit – would be used 

to assist 2.8 million deserving students from poor and working-class backgrounds to 

attend universities and TVET colleges. The finance minister stated in his speech: “Fully 

subsidised education and training for the poor is the government’s flagship in higher 

education intervention” (Mboweni, 2019). This statement accentuated the importance the 

government placed, at the time, on improving the education system and developing the 

skills needed in South Africa. 

 



17 
 

To redress imbalances in education, South Africa has in contrast to other countries that 

have decreased their spending on education, increased its budget for education. 

However, despite most of the budget being allocated to education, the education system 

itself is not working (Stephen, Welman & Jordaan, 2004). All of the challenges in higher 

education demand that South African universities prioritise focusing on the standards of 

academic programmes and the success rates of their students. Universities are obliged 

to admit a wide range of students and must ensure that students admitted have realistic 

opportunities to succeed. This includes changing university entry requirements standards 

along with introducing development programmes that emphasise outcomes-based 

learning in addition to accommodating a diverse student population.  

 

The European National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education (2015-2019) 

addressed the issue of non-completion in higher education institutions and highlighted 

that addressing the non-completion of programmes, particularly for those in 

underrepresented target groups needs attention to maximise students’ chances of 

success. Moreover, developing mechanisms to track progression, retention rates and the 

student experience of under-represented target groups are required. As such, it is evident 

that it student success and especially the success of under-represented target groups 

require attention. The tracking of student progress, retention rates and experience are 

therefore also important in South Africa, and this study aims to contribute to this challenge.  

 

The National Plan for Higher Education (Department of Education, 2005) displayed 

concern for South Africa’s low throughput and graduation rates which are amongst the 

lowest in the world. For example, it states that less than 22% of three-year generic 

bachelor’s degree students graduate. Letseka and Maile (2008) contend that the low 

throughput rates place excessive pressure on National Treasury regarding subsidies and 

grants provided to higher education institutions without an akin return on investment. Kuh 

et al. (2010) also highlight that low throughput rates are considered a key challenge facing 

South African higher education systems. 

 

An observable need is to establish both pre-academic and non-academic factors that 

students consider as influencing their first year experience. Tertiary institutions face 
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constant challenges with declining resources, whilst having to simultaneously deal with 

more students from diverse backgrounds and pressures for increased accountability and 

quality assurance (Kuh et al., 2010). Understanding the factors influencing first year 

students, mean that resources can be spent where they will have the greatest impact. As 

previously stated, most South Africans entering universities do so from positions of 

extreme inequality and are regarded as historically disadvantaged. Msila (2006) highlights 

that poor academic preparation of numerous students coming from historically African 

schools in rural townships is a great challenge to higher education institutions. 

Furthermore, these students most likely do not have access to resources such as 

computers and laboratory equipment, which are central to bridging the gap from school to 

tertiary education. 

 

A major challenge South Africa faces is providing quality education that will sustain the 

country’s human resources. Wolhuter (2006) supports this by highlighting that “any 

education system stands or falls by the quality of its teacher education programmes” 

(Wolhuter, 2006, p.124). A need for exceptional quality teaching programmes is inferred 

by good quality teachers. The recruitment of passionate, committed and enthusiastic 

teachers is therefore of paramount importance for the country. 

 

South Africa’s national concern regarding the quality of school education, is aggravated 

by high teacher attrition rates, which present a forthcoming scarcity of teachers in the 

country. To ensure the supply of excellent teachers, it is critical that higher education 

institutions understand the nature of the student entering the teaching profession. 

Wolhuter, van der Walt, Potgieter, Meyer and Mamilala (2012) assert that often students 

enrolling for a teaching qualification do so as a last resort. This is supported by Pitsoe 

(2013), who states that teaching has become a ‘stopgap’ profession or profession of ‘last 

resort’. This mentality results in many prospective teachers not being intrinsically 

motivated or being passionate about the profession (Wolhuter et al., 2012). A secondary 

consequence is that scholars do not develop an aptitude or a love for learning and are ill-

equipped to enter tertiary education.  

 



19 
 

A result of the massification of education, is that more scholars qualify for tertiary 

education, yet when they enter, they are less prepared in terms of real accomplishment 

(James, 2007). According to this author, the under preparedness of students is reflected 

in the perception of academics that students’ lack basic skills to undertake higher 

education. This perception is constantly verbalised in the context of declining education 

standards. Msila (2006) contends that because teachers tend to let scholars choose 

modules that are easier to pass, students are more likely end up lacking the necessary 

‘depth’ or critical thinking to meet challenges encountered by university education. Faculty 

staff members then face additional student challenges related to the language and 

communication content in various programmes.  

 

Wright (1996) as quoted by Thomas (2002), highlights that students are often blamed for 

being poorly prepared for tertiary education and/or lacking academic ability. Apart from 

this, the extensive increase in the number of students participating in higher education is 

seen as cause for declining input standards (Wright, 1996). James (2007) however, 

contends that in higher education settings, academic standards are defined by the value 

added during higher education rather than by achievement prior to entry. Strydom et al. 

(2010) are in accordance with this and indicate that it is therefore evident that institutions 

have minimal influence over the educational preparedness of students entering the 

system. The above reflects a clear indication that throughput rates and completion rates 

cannot be regarded as the only criteria of quality and high standards. 

 

A further challenge noted in higher education is that increased student diversity has led 

to a changing student population (Keane, 2006). This diversity implies differences in prior 

education, social and family background, gender, age, life circumstances, motivation to 

study, membership of minority groups and disabilities. Fiske (2004) highlights that a major 

concern with regard to student diversity is that students, who previously were most at risk 

of dropping out of tertiary education, come from low-income families, are students of 

colour and are first generation students whom now constitute a notable proportion of all 

students in higher education. In accordance, Chetty & Pather (2015) affirm the importance 

of student diversity and its influence on academic outcomes and persistence. In this 
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respect, the author argues that a more vigorous profiling of first year students is vital in 

the academic planning process.  

 

Students leave tertiary educations with study debt and without any academic credentials 

to assist them in repaying this debt. Roberts and McNeese (2010) add that students who 

do not graduate and have nothing to display for their efforts, become excluded from higher 

education and discourage other people who are considering attending tertiary education 

institutions.  

 

When taking into consideration all of the above-mentioned findings, the challenges facing 

higher education are vast and stem from different sources. Along with the massification of 

higher education institutions, are many unprepared students, ever increasing class sizes, 

growing diversity and the need to accommodate the needs of first generation learners. 

Moreover, long-term institutional, personal and societal demands are evident for 

increased numbers of graduates to be well-equipped for the global workplace. The subject 

of accountability is therefore critical in this case and is directly associated with ensuring 

that faculty staff members are well-positioned regarding their teaching and learning 

strategies to combat all of these challenges. Table 2.2 provides a summary of the main 

challenges faced in higher education, as discussed in this section. 

 

Table 2.2: A summary of main challenges faced in higher education as gleamed 

from the theoretical study 

Challenges Author or source 

Massification of tertiary education CHE Annual Report (2013/14) 

Diverse student population (e.g. race, 

gender etc.)   

Keane (2006) 

Under preparedness of students Msila (2008) 

Financial  Chetty & Pather (2016) 

Declining resources in institutions Kuh et al. (2010) 
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2.3  FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TOWARDS STUDENT UNDER PREPAREDNESS 

 
While the previous section presented challenges facing higher education in South Africa, 

this section focuses specifically on the factors affecting student preparedness.  

 

Academic under preparedness of first year students and its effect on throughput rates is 

not only a South African concern, but also an international one and is well-documented in 

literature. Research indicates that in the academic domain, under preparedness stems 

from a combination of a lack in English and mathematical proficiency, as well as a lack of 

effective study skills (du Plessis & Gerber, 2012).  With South Africa being a country rich 

in language diversity and having eleven official languages, it is surprising how much 

inequality still exists in the secondary school system (Lafon, 2009). Nagel (2010) asserts 

that the importance placed on education in English and Afrikaans as the primary medium 

of instruction, is one reason why so many students are not performing adequately in 

tertiary institutions. This ‘unpreparedness’ in terms of language could be the result of 

insufficient instructing at secondary school level, and particularly in a subject such as 

English, which is required for completing all academic activities including assessment, 

presentations, and teaching and learning at university level. In addition, regular changes 

with regard to Grade 12 examinations and language policies are contributing factors linked 

to student unpreparedness (van Dyk et al., 2009). These authors further contend that 

academic literacy, which is comprised of reading, writing, listening and speaking, is a main 

determinant of success or a lack of success in university students (van Dyk et al., 2009). 

The point is that students who do not speak English as their first language are being 

assessed in English. Not only do these students have to adapt to learning new and 

advanced subject matter, but they also have to learn subject matter in a language that is 

different to that of their mother tongue.  

 

Research conducted by the South African Institute of Physics (SAIP) and the Council for 

Higher Education (CHE) in more than 20 South African universities, revealed that “school 

mathematics is failing university entrants, and that to a great extent” (Nkosi, 2013). The 

report highlights the ‘under preparedness’ of students and refers to curriculum reform that 

left students with a lack of adequate mathematical and essential problem-solving skills. In 
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this respect, mathematics is considered the gateway subject requirement for university 

access.  

 

Wolhuter (2011) states that the problems students face at the end of their senior 

secondary phase stem from a deep-seated failing throughout the school system. Local 

and international assessments divulge that South African students are consistently 

performing poorly in numeracy, reading literacy, mathematics and science. For example, 

the South African Democratic Teachers’ Union (SADTU) claim that the new curriculum 

reform has led to two casualties, namely the teacher and the student. It can therefore be 

reasoned that firstly, students’ levels of competency have dropped and secondly, teachers 

have battled to adapt to the content presented by the new curriculum (Nkosi, 2013). One 

could reason that if teachers, who are the embodiment of knowledge, are grappling with 

the curriculum, then surely a serious problem lies with the state of education in South 

Africa.  

 

Based on the afore-mentioned, serious admonition for systematic change is necessary. 

As apparent, the poor success rates of students in the public higher education system 

encapsulates the dysfunctionality in the education system itself. However, there are no 

easy and immediate solutions to these challenges. To reduce the high dropout rates, 

sufficient effort needs to be made to facilitate a major improvement in the quality of 

secondary education. In addition to this, more attention needs to be focused on fixing the 

undergraduate university and college system as it stands. This will however take time, 

and requires extensive support including financial input and support from the government 

to assist PSET institutions for future succession planning.  

 

2.4  MEASUREMENT OF STUDENT READINESS  

 
Due to the general lack of readiness for tertiary education, an institution for higher learning 

may measure student readiness as part of the admission process. Admission is a process 

whereby people and mostly young people, enter tertiary education. Admission methods 

vary extensively from country to country and institution to institution (du Plessis & Gerber, 

2012). Admission requirements also vary according to programme. In South Africa, the 
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statutory minimum requirement for degree studies is a National Senior Certificate (NSC) 

with an achievement rating of 4 (50-59%) in four recognised NSC 20 credit subjects. For 

diplomas, the statutory minimum requirement is a rating of 3 (40- 49%) or better in four 

recognised NSC 20 credit subjects. Nel and Kistner (2009) highlight public concerns 

regarding results for the NSC, but mention that there is insufficient data available from 

cohort studies to test the accuracy of NSC results as a reliable predictor of students’ 

performance at universities. 

 

In South Africa, higher education institutions, including the university where this study was 

conducted, have access to a National Benchmark Test (NBT) which, once conducted, 

provides universities with information about student readiness that is additional and 

complimentary to school-leaving results. The results of these tests are used for admission 

decisions and specifically to place entry-level students in appropriate programmes such 

as regular, augmented, extended, bridging or foundation programmes (Griesel, 2006). 

NBTs measure students’ academic readiness for university. The introduction and use of 

an NBT is acknowledgement of the diversity found amongst student applicants with regard 

to educational background and readiness. NBTs illustrate measures that are taken by 

universities to assess and profile students so that they can be referred to appropriated 

courses, but also receive appropriate support.   

 

The NBT was designed to: 

• Assess the entry level academic, quantitative literacy and mathematics proficiency 

of students; 

• Assess the relationship between entry level proficiency and school-level exit 

outcomes; and 

• Inform the development of curriculum for education programmes.  

 

The core areas of the NBT are: 

• Academic Literacy (AL): Students’ ability to successfully deal with the demands of 

the academic coursework in the language of instruction; 
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• Quantitative Literacy (QL): Students’ ability to cope in situations or solve problems 

of a quantitative nature in realistic contexts relevant to higher education; and 

• Mathematics (Maths): Students exhibiting their ability to understand mathematical 

concepts forming part of the NSC Mathematics curriculum. 

 

Table 2.3 indicates the levels of proficiency on the NBT and appropriate action regarding 

admission. 

 

Table 2.3: Performance levels of NBTs applicable to diploma students 

Level Description 

100% Proficient Performance in domain areas suggests that academic 

performance will not be adversely affected. If admitted, students 

should be placed in regular programmes of study. Academic 

Literacy (AL) (61%), Quantitative Literacy (QL) (66%) and Maths 

(MAT) (67%). 

Intermediate  

 

 

Challenges in domain areas identified such that it is predicted 

that academic progress will be affected. If admitted, students’ 

educational needs should be met in a way deemed appropriate 

by the institution (e.g. extended or augmented programmes, 

special skills provision). AL (33%), QL (34%) and Maths (38%). 

Basic 0% The basic category indicates that students are under prepared 

for university study. 

Source: NBT (2019) 

 

Applicants who are 100% proficient are considered ready and able to cope with the 

demands of tertiary study programmes. The intermediate category indicates that 

applicants will face challenges with their academic performance in university and will 

require academic support, whereas the basic category indicates that applicants are 

unprepared for university. Extended programmes were introduced at universities in SA to 

improve the academic performance of at-risk students resulting from their educational 

backgrounds. The primary purpose of an extended qualification is to support educationally 
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disadvantaged students who are under prepared despite meeting the minimum admission 

criteria. These students are placed in an extended curriculum to aid them with the 

academic foundations to successfully complete their studies (CHE, 2013).   

 

While considering the readiness levels of student applicants, it is also useful to consider 

what the characteristics of a successful student are. Comparing the readiness levels of 

student applicants to the profile of a successful student can assist in identifying the gap 

that students have in terms of readiness so that appropriate support interventions can be 

introduced. In the next section, the concept of a successful student is explored and 

described.   

 

2.4.1  The successful student 

 

According to Conley (2010, p.49), students are considered adequately prepared when 

they can master four dimensions of college and career readiness, namely key cognitive 

strategies, key content knowledge, contextual skills and awareness. The author highlights 

a list of general characteristics describing students who are ready and fit for tertiary 

education. These characteristics include the following: 

➢ Consistent intellectual growth and development 

Learners attend secondary school for a minimum period of five years, where after 

leaving school and entering a tertiary institution, it is expected that they will have 

the capacity to engage and challenge themselves and their intellectual ability. 

➢ Deep understanding and application 

This is the students’ ability to gain insight and understand key concepts and be 

able to apply what they have learned. 

➢ Reading and writing ability 

The capacity to read and write is crucial when pursuing a certificate, diploma or 

degree in higher education. Students are required to understand a variation of 

reading material and case studies in addition to being able to conduct different 

written assignments. 
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➢ The ability to accept criticism 

An important aspect of tertiary education includes being regularly assessed. 

Students must therefore be open to accepting constructive criticism for their own 

benefit to improve where needed. 

➢ The ability to study alone and/or in a group 

There will be instances where students will be required to complete group tasks 

and give their input and/or supply the content expected of them. Further to this, 

students should be able to work alone and must possess the time management 

skills required to succeed. 

➢ Prepared for class 

Tertiary education courses require students to prepare the outcomes, complete 

homework and read through both the textbook and other additional study material 

for each module. Successful students thus have a clearer understanding of the 

lecture and are more prepared, participative and engaged in class. 

➢ Develop a set of study skills strategies 

Successful students constantly reflect on what they have learned. These students 

develop creative methods for organising their work. In essence, this ensures their 

success since to re-organise the work, they are required to understand and engage 

with it. This facilitates easier commitment to memory and recall of the concepts. 

➢ Take responsibility for their success 

Students who excel in higher education understand the significance of time 

management. These individuals have a balance between their social lives and 

aligning their priorities correctly. These students are willing to make small sacrifices 

to achieve long-term success. 

 

Reflecting on Conley’s (2010) characteristics of a successful student, it is evident that 

there are a number of factors that influence whether or not students are successful at 

tertiary level. However, all of the characteristics mentioned can be taught to students at 

secondary level to ensure that when students enter tertiary institutions, they are better 

equipped, prepared and not surprised by the outcomes expected of them in tertiary 

institutions. Sufficient preparation of students at secondary schooling level can therefore 

impact on their success at tertiary level.  



27 
 

Maslovaty, Cohen and Furman (2008, p.165) highlight that Bloom’s taxonomy can be 

used to interpret the traits of the ideal student. It advocates that for students to accomplish 

furthering their education, higher levels of thinking, feeling and action are required. 

Bloom’s taxonomy is comprised of three domains namely, cognitive, affective and 

psychomotor. Bloom’s taxonomy model indicates that these levels form a hierarchy, 

suggesting that the level of difficulty increases when shifting from one domain to the next. 

Moreover, it is stated that the domains are interconnected and build on one another. 

(Maslovaty et al., 2008). The following are domains of Bloom’s taxonomy. 

 

Cognitive: This domain is related to academic ability and achievement. The domain is 

separated into six parts each identifying certain characteristics such as the ability of 

learners to understand the content, analyse and synthesise information, evaluate and 

draw comparisons and conclusions between various materials, as well as the application 

of information to contrasting situations. All of these are required from a student when 

entering tertiary education (Agherdien, 2014). 

 

Affective: This domain mainly focuses on students’ ability to successfully adapt to their 

new surroundings and includes how students manage different situations. Valuable 

aspects of this domain include feelings, attitudes, motivation and levels of enthusiasm 

which play a pivotal role in the success of students (Agherdien, 2014). 

 

Psychomotor: The psychomotor domain is centralised on the performance aspect. In this 

incidence, it includes readiness to act and adapt (Erasmus, Loedolff, Mda & Nel, 2013).  

 

Referring to the above-mentioned characteristics, Bloom identifies the ideal student as an 

individual who possesses academic ability, emotional stability and the ability to adjust to 

the university environment as well as being self-motivated to succeed. The ideal student 

should therefore possess several characteristics including aspects such as intellectual 

capabilities, effective reading and writing abilities, interpersonal skills and willingness to 

accept constructive criticism for continued learning and development (Agherdien, 2014). 

The huge gap related to several of these skills contribute to the high dropout and low 

throughput rates experienced by many higher education institutions in South Africa. An 
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integration of Conley’s (2010) characteristics and Bloom’s taxonomy (Maslovaty et al., 

2008, p.165; Agherdien, 2014) reveal that a successful student is well prepared for tertiary 

education at secondary level already and utilises all of their learned skills and abilities to 

cope with and balance the demands of the university environment, both academic and 

social. In comparison, students who are under prepared could fall short in one or more of 

the areas described.  

 

Although much is being said about student preparedness and under preparedness, it is 

also important to explore the concept of student engagement. The reason why student 

engagement should be considered separately is because even if a student is prepared for 

tertiary education, most of the factors discussed such as cognitive ability, language and 

mathematics, do not impact that much if they do not engage, and the student may not be 

successful. As such, a link between engagement and preparedness could be expected.   

 

2.5  STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

 

Student engagement is referred to as “the time and effort students devote to activities that 

are empirically linked to desired outcomes of college and what institutions do to induce 

students to participate in those activities” (Kuh, 2009, p.683). In simple terms, student 

engagement consists of two components, first, what students do - the time and effort they 

dedicate to academic activities and secondly, what the institutions do - the degree to which 

institutions facilitate effective academic practices to motivate students to do the right thing. 

 

Student engagement provides a practical foundation for examining student persistence 

and retention in South Africa (Wawrzynski, Heck & Remy, 2012; Strydom, 2014). Student 

persistence is influenced by a range of interrelated factors including those prior to 

enrolment, teaching and learning strategies such as classroom and curriculum design, 

external experiences, teacher and peer relationships and campus climate.  

 

Student engagement refers to various behaviours characterising those individuals who 

are identified as being more involved with their university community, by engaging in 

educationally purposeful behaviours that contribute to desired outcomes (Krause, 2008).  
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Chen, Gonyea and Kuh (2008) agree with Krause (2005) and state that engagement is 

the extent to which learners utilise educational activities for academic success and that 

engagement is positively associated with a host of desired outcomes, including high 

grades, student satisfaction and perseverance.  

 

Harper and Quaye (2009) believe that engagement consists of more than mere ‘student 

participation’, and requires active decision making and responding to the educational 

context. A study conducted by Wawrzynski et al. (2012) at Nelson Mandela University, 

explored the engagement and integration patterns of students at the university and found 

that a multifaceted approach to the understanding of engagement is required to explore 

the complexities in the South African context.  

 

Engagement is widely understood as a useful representative for academic success, 

persistence and retention (Schreiber & Yu, 2016). Research conducted on student 

engagement highlights institutional ‘high impact practices’ that are academic encounters 

making notable differences in student persistence, learning outcomes and student 

success (Kuh, 2009; Strydom, 2014; Schreiber & Yu, 2016). The study of student 

engagement has developed extensively over the last 10 years, serving as a reliable 

indicator of student success (Kuh, 2009; Strydom & Mentz, 2010). Student engagement 

is also particularly important for the South African context as it enables an all-inclusive 

illustration of influences on student persistence and institutional practices either promoting 

or inhibiting student success (Wawrzynski et al., 2012). 

 

The concept of student engagement is deemed significant due to its relationship with 

accomplishment, school retention and positive lifelong outcomes as well as social and 

psychological well-being (Marks, 2000). This concept is also related to the disconcerting 

evidence that several students are not engaged. In the attempt to comprehend the idea 

of student engagement, alternatively defining student disengagement may be simpler. For 

example, paying close attention to behaviours such as students slouched in their chairs, 

not paying attention to teachers and/or actively participating in the lesson. 
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Although students may be physically present, their disengagement with the learning 

process, the institution and the opportunities around them are likely to be a state of 

unconsciousness or daydreaming. Students cannot always be blamed for this as 

education is often promoted as a means to an end and there is minimal attention centred 

on the journey and the course of learning to get there (de Villiers, 2013). According to 

Keane (2006), students place their social lives as a first priority, then followed by academic 

work in second place whereas, it should be the other way around. The authors further 

postulate that students engage with the least possible amount of effort in completing their 

work and are not willing to do any additional reading or academic related preparation. In 

attempt to rationalise the ‘misplaced focus’ of students, Nel et al. (2011, p.303) identify 

four factors that influence students’ level of motivation, namely: 

1. Outcomes (e.g. obtaining a certificate); 

2. Probability (the chance of being successful);  

3. Delay in realisation of outcomes (e.g. three years to complete a qualification); and 

4. Impulsiveness (e.g. giving in to social media or friends instead of studying). 

 

Moreover, the authors highlight that people often procrastinate when the rewards 

(outcomes) appear long term and prefer making choices that result in immediate 

gratification (impulsiveness). This may provide an explanation for why students choose to 

engage in activities such as socializing with their friends, giving them instant satisfaction 

of their social needs. This is in contrast to engaging in activities related to longer-term 

academic success and/or outcomes. Graduating and entering the world of work is 

considered a long-term goal and students tend to become easily distracted by external 

influences and seeking immediate gratification can be deemed a prominent characteristic 

of Generation Y (Nel et al., 2011). In addition, when students do not perceive a strong 

probability that they will be successful, perhaps due to being under prepared, they may 

put in less effort. Academic support programmes provide students with more structure in 

their studies, help them to overcome potential impulsiveness and give them additional 

hope (probability) that they will succeed (having positive outcomes). 

  

Kazmi (2010) asserts that engaged students are more likely to have a better 

understanding and exert a more conscious effort in their learning process, graduating with 
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the adequate critical thinking skills required by the working world. The author further 

contends that leadership in higher education need to acknowledge that students are 

‘sleepwalking’ through their education and the necessary steps need to be taken to 

prevent a rude awakening as they enter the ‘real world’. 

 

The NSSE (National Survey of Student Engagement) was developed in 1998 and later 

became a national survey instrument for both Canada and the USA in 2000. The NSSE 

has being used by more than 1300 North American colleges and universities and it has 

since being modified and used in 35 universities in Australia and New Zealand, in addition 

to being piloted in 23 Chinese higher education institutions (Strydom & Mentz, 2010). The 

SASSE (South African Survey of Student Engagement) is based on the NSSE and 

measures five benchmarks for adequate educational practice, namely: level of academic 

challenge, active and collaborative learning, student-staff interaction, enriching 

educational experiences and a social supportive campus environment (CHE, 2009). 

 

In 2016, South Africa obtained permission to adapt and use the NSSE for field testing 

purposes. The SASSE is administered annually, following the end of the academic year 

and requires students to review how much effort they have dedicated, and the advantages 

and benefits gained from their time spent at the university. Other dimensions evaluate the 

focus on university activities taking place inside and outside of the classroom such as 

reading, writing and educational programme characteristics, students’ time management, 

personal growth and students’ view of their contentment with the institution (Strydom et 

al., 2010, p.265). Strydom and Mentz (2010) assert that a focal point on student 

engagement provides South African institutions with a chance to increase academic 

success among a range of students, and in particular address the needs of under 

prepared students and aid them to persist and prosper in tertiary education.   

 

In 2009, the CHE-UFS (Council on Higher Education and University of the Free State) 

research project plotted the SASSE in seven higher education institutions in South Africa, 

including Nelson Mandela University. The seven were distinctly chosen to ensure the 

representation of both rural and metropolitan universities and to include different 

institutional types (universities, universities of technology and comprehensive 
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universities). The results displayed key characteristics between specific sub-groups in 

relation to the benchmarks of good educational practice. These sub-groups consisted of 

year of study (first year versus senior student experiences), institutional types, self-

reported race groups and gender (Strydom & Mentz, 2010). 

 

Nel and Foxcroft (n.d.) narrowed down and produced interesting findings from this study 

in relation to Nelson Mandela University’s participation and succinctly link the findings to 

Nelson Mandela University’s Vision 2020 strategy. The findings are considered drivers of 

all models developed by the study to support teaching and learning methods that increase 

levels of student engagement. The themes and factors affecting student engagement 

according to SASSE is discussed in Table 2.4 below. 

 

Table 2.4: The four themes and ten student engagement factors in SASSE 
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The findings of the SASSE reported that: 

• Students want a multi-cultural experience. This requires a diverse student and staff 

profile that enriches the campus-life experience; 

• Students prefer engaging in learning through electronic mediums of technology. 

The implications for this is a blended-learning teaching and learning approach, 

lecture venues and ICT infrastructure and support; 

• Students favour working collaboratively with other students in and outside the 

classroom. The implications for this include teaching and learning methodology, 

design of lecture halls and study spaces for out-of-class activities; 

• Students desire greater interactions with lecturers both in and out of the class. The 

implications for this are the student to staff ratio and the participation of staff in the 

vibrant campus lifestyle; and 

• 75% of students value a supportive, enriching learning environment to foster 

success and a sense of connection with the Nelson Mandela University. 

 

The concept of student engagement is rather extensive and it is influenced by a diverse 

range of factors as mentioned above. The views and models of various authors and 

researchers regarding student engagement are presented to obtain a greater 

understanding of the concept. 

 

2.5.1  Tinto’s Student Retention Theory  

 

Tinto’s (1987) model of student retention (cited in Draper, 2009), illustrates a distinct 

relationship between readiness levels and withdrawal behaviours in students. This model 

centres on two key components namely, academic and social integration at the place of 

study. The model affirms that whether a student persists or drops out of tertiary education 

is largely a factor of academic and social integration. Figure 2.2 below displays the factors 

influencing student retention. 
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Figure 2.2: Tinto’s Model of Student Retention 

Source: Tinto (1987) 

 

According to this model, academic integration focuses on actual performance, personal 

development and engagement of students. In addition to this, whether or not students 

identify with their role as a student along with whether or not they enjoy their subjects, all 

contribute to their academic integration (Draper, 2009). The author further states that 

academic integration includes aspects such as grade performance, personal 

development, student’s enjoyment of their subjects, identification with academic norms 

and values and identification with one’s role as a student. 

 

Social integration refers to students feeling at home, participating in extra-curricular 

activities, identifying with their institution, its norms, values and culture and also having a 

connecting experience with fellow peers and academic staff (Severiens & Smidt, 2008). 

These authors further contend that without social integration, it becomes challenging for 

students to persist in higher education and potentially graduate. 

 

Integration implies academic and social aspects, as a student’s inclination to identify with 

certain groups partially depends on their ability to meet a specific education level. Whilst 
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this simply entails particular cognitive abilities, time and effort are also required. In 

essence, it is important that academic staff cultivate an educational context which invites 

students to integrate academically (Severiens & Wolff, 2008). 

 

Upon reflection of Tinto’s 1987 model, it’s evident that student success in higher education 

is largely dependent on their integration with both their academic and social environments. 

Tinto (2008) highlights that a student’s entry into higher education is followed by hopes, 

dreams and beliefs. The author emphasizes the importance of the role of integration in 

student success. Tinto (1993) is of the opinion that a student’s decision to persist or 

withdraw from tertiary education only occurs once the student has entered the institution 

(Tempel, Callender, Grove & Kersh, 2014). It can therefore be inferred that if students are 

adequately prepared for tertiary education at a secondary school level, they will be readily 

equipped for the transition of entering a higher education institution and effectively make 

the integration between their academic and social environments. Whilst Tinto (1987) 

highlighted the role positive academic or social experiences could play in creating a sense 

of belonging within institutions (Tinto, 1987), the provision of academic support will 

enhance student engagement and create an environment conducive to learn and with less 

challenges. This in essence could minimise a student’s decision to withdraw from tertiary 

education, motivate them for continuation and achievement and ultimately increase 

succession rates. 

 

2.5.2  Theories of motivation related to academic success 

 

Motivation is deemed to be a very important factor related to student success. It is a driving 

force that reminds the student of their purpose for starting something, provides focus for 

goal achievement and ultimately completion. Chickering and Kuh (2005, p.1) substantiate 

this by stating that it is the “key to persistence and to learning that lasts. The challenge is 

to help each student clarify his or her important purposes and then to find, or create, the 

combination of educational experiences that lead to those desired outcomes”. Academic 

support programmes can therefore be regarded as tools aimed at engaging students by 

increasing their motivation to work hard and succeed. Higher education research indicates 
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that some of the best predictors of whether or not a student will graduate are academic 

preparation and motivation (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 

 

“One of the most important factors that leads people to their goals is their drive. This driver 

is known as motivation. It is a zest and determination with a kind of excitement that leads 

people to persevere and reach greater heights, in no matter what avenue of their life, be 

it personal or professional” (Singh, 2011, p.161). Singh (2011) further postulates that 

achieving one goal promotes the will to achieve another, therefore being motivated is a 

continual process.  

 

Guay, Chanal, Marsh, Larose and Boivin (2010) define motivation as the reason 

underlying people’s behaviour. Greler, Broussara and Garrison (2004) further describe 

motivation as the attribute that drives people to do or not to do something. Motivation is 

comprised of several beliefs, perceptions, values, interests and behaviours that are all 

closely connected. Consequently, many approaches to motivation are based on cognitive 

actions (e.g. monitoring or thinking strategically), non-cognitive aspects (these include 

perceptions beliefs and attitudes) or both.   

 

Gottfried (1990, p.525) defines student motivation as the “enjoyment of school learning 

characterised by mastery orientation; curiosity, persistence, task-endogeny and the 

learning of challenging, difficult and novel tasks”. However, Turner (1995, p.413) is of the 

opinion that motivation is synonymous with cognitive engagement which he defines as 

“voluntary uses of high level self-regulated learning strategies such as paying attention, 

connection, planning and monitoring”. 

 

Student success can be impacted by a student understanding what motivates them. When 

students are intrinsically motivated, the will to succeed will come from within as they are 

securing achievement for themselves, whereas if they are extrinsically motivated, 

monetary incentives such as money can drive them to accomplish more. 

 

The theories of motivation discussed in the subsequent sections describe the relationship 

between preparation and motivation for success in greater detail. 
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2.5.2.1  The Expectancy Theory 

 

The Expectancy Theory is a cognitive process theory of motivation that is derived from 

the idea that individuals believe that the effort they invest in completing specific tasks will 

influence their performance in the task along with the rewards linked to the outcome of 

the completed task (Lunenburg, 2011a). Therefore, the end result of a task is influenced 

by the level of motivation required to complete that task. The Expectancy Theory is of 

comprised of three variables discussed in Figure 2.3 below. 

 

Figure 2.3: Expectancy Theory of Motivation 

 

 

 

Source: Lunenburg (2011, p.2) 

 

Expectancy: A person’s perceived effort leading to performance. 

Instrumentality: The rewards/outcomes linked to achievement. 

Valence: How valuable is the reward to the person. 

 

The logic behind the Expectancy Theory is that individuals are very often motivated by the 

end result. If students retain a positive outlook in terms of academic success and/or 

graduation, they are more likely to be motivated for achievement. Furthermore, this model 

investigates the effort (expectancy) people exert which leads to their expected 

performance (instrumentality) and ultimately that performance will result in the anticipated 

reward (valence). Adversely, if a reward is not deemed to be important or even perceived 

as negative, it will result in the opposite effect. In this instance, the individual will not deem 

it necessary to perform when the reward is of no value to them (Agherdien, 2014).  

 

In conclusion, this model is particularly useful to interpret student performance in addition 

to how they are motivated. It is crucial to acknowledge that if students do not place 

Valence Expectancy Instrumentality 

Effort Performance Rewards 
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importance on the end result, they will have a low level of achievement. However, if they 

perceive the end result as a positive outcome of accomplishment for themselves, there 

will be a substantial increase in their performance to succeed in higher education. 

Academic support therefore exists to meet the performance challenges of students by 

directly or indirectly improving the student learning experience and potential for success. 

Academic development and student support should be identified as essential tools for 

improving performance by fostering conditions for learning to flourish across the student 

population. 

 

2.5.2.2  Self-efficacy  

 

Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s confidence in their ability to complete specific tasks 

(Siegle & Mccoach, 2005). In addition, it can also be considered as a realistic method of 

dealing with complex situations. Self-efficacy is perceived as a competency used to 

manage undesired changes (Achmed, Qazi & Jabeen, 2011). In essence, if a person is 

allocated a task and the outcome thereof is successful, the person will exert just as much 

effort to obtain the same positive outcome. 

 

High self-efficacy in one area is not guaranteed to correspond with high self-efficacy in 

other areas. Therefore, possessing high levels of self-efficacy does not confer that 

students believe they will be successful. Although self-efficacy provides an indication of 

how strongly students believe they have the skills to achieve, they may believe that there 

are various factors preventing them from succeeding (Schunk & Pajares, 2009). 

 

Self-efficacy affects the activities students choose, how much effort they exert, their 

persistence when faced with complex situations and the complexity of the goals they set. 

Students with low self-efficacy do not expect to perform and do not achieve at levels 

proportionate with their capabilities. They believe that they do not possess the skills levels 

to do well so there is no attempt to produce acceptable results (Siegle & Mccoach, 2005). 

 

Provided that academic support provided by tertiary institutions is linked directly to student 

engagement and, based on the theory of self-efficacy, students with high levels of self-
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efficacy are most likely to participate and engage with the academic interventions provided 

by the institution and are highly motivated to work hard towards achieving desired 

academic goals.  

 

2.5.2.3  Achievement motivation: McClelland’s Motivational Needs Theory 

 

“Achievement Motivation Theory attempts to explain and predict behaviour and 

performance based on a person’s need for achievement, power and affiliation” (Lussier & 

Achua, 2007, p.4). McClelland’s Theory of Needs was developed by David McClelland 

and his associates Robbins, Judge, Odendaal & Roodt in 2009. The theory is comprised 

of three specific needs which can be defined as: 

1) Need for achievement (nAch) which is the motivation to excel, to achieve in relation 

to particular standards and striving to succeed; 

2) Need for power (nPow) which is the need to influence others to behave in ways 

they would not have behaved otherwise; and 

3) Need for affiliation (nAff) which is the desire for social interaction and close 

interpersonal relationships.  

 

Achievement motives include both the need for achievement and the fear of failure. These 

are common motives directing individual behaviour towards positive and negative 

outcomes identified as the need to perform well or striving for success, and persistence 

and effort in the face of difficulties. Achievement motivation is regarded as the centre of 

human motivation.  

 

All of the above-mentioned theories and factors are directly related to academic success. 

It can therefore be inferred that student engagement, motivation and student retention are 

strongly linked and supplemented by academic support interventions and the influence 

academic support interventions have on students entering university and ultimately, 

influencing their overall success in university completion. Student engagement and 

motivation are therefore regarded as crucial for academic success, and even if academic 

support interventions are offered, it is important for students to actually engage with those 

opportunities to optimally benefit from them.  
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2.6  STUDENT SUPPORT OFFERED AT NELSON MANDELA UNIVERSITY 

 

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether selected academic interventions 

impact Diploma in HRM and Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programme students’ academic 

performance at Nelson Mandela University. Therefore it is necessary to provide an 

overview of learning development opportunities available at Nelson Mandela University to 

enhance the academic success of students.   

 

Nelson Mandela University offers various academic development programmes for 

students who require additional academic support for under prepared students as well as 

for students who would like to improve their current performance 

(https://www.mandela.ac.za/www/media/Store/documents/apply/admission/quickdoc/pro

spectus/2019-BES-Prospectus.pdf).  

 

There are a range of learning development opportunities available to enhance academic 

success which is offered through: 

• In-classroom presentations. 

• Supplemental Instruction (SI). 

• Electronic Peer Assisted Learning (E-Pal). 

• Tutoring and mentoring development. 

• Academic and life management modules. 

 

For this study, information was obtained from an academic development professional, Ms 

Ronelle Plaatjes from the CTLM (Centre for Teaching, Learning and Media) at Nelson 

Mandela University. The role of an academic development professional in CTLM is to 

provide advice, guidance and support to both staff and students in relation to the 

improvement and maintenance of the quality of teaching and learning at Nelson Mandela 

University. Ms Plaatjes identified nine Academic Success Student Seminars which would 

take place over the duration of the second semester 2018, which are illustrated in Figure 

2.4 below. 

 

https://www.mandela.ac.za/www/media/Store/documents/apply/admission/quickdoc/prospectus/2019-BES-Prospectus.pdf
https://www.mandela.ac.za/www/media/Store/documents/apply/admission/quickdoc/prospectus/2019-BES-Prospectus.pdf
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Figure 2.4: Academic Success Student Seminars 

 

 

Source: Centre for Teaching, Learning and Media (2018) 

 

All of the above-mentioned seminars are voluntary for students, however students are 

encouraged to attend for their own benefit.  

 

2.6.1  Support provided within the Department of HRM 

 

The Department of HRM also provides academic support to students studying the Diploma 

in HRM or the Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programmes.    

 

•What went wrong?

•Setting new goals

1 Reflect on the first semester 
and set new goals

•Practical tips to help you manage your time
2 Time Management

•Improve how you study

•Get better marks with study techniques
3 Study strategies

•Improve, focus and find ways to remember your work1.4 Concentration and 
Memorising

•Be organised

•PASS!
5 Tips for exams

•Basics of assignment writing
6 Assignment writing

•Improve your reading ability
1.7 Reading

•Have the audience listen to you

•Develop good PowerPoint presentations 

1.8 Making better 
presentations

•Be organised

•PASS!
1.9 Tips for exams
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Figure 2.5: Academic advising and support programme of the HRM Department 

 

Source: Centre for Teaching, Learning and Media (2018) 

 

Information was deemed from Ms Xabisa Faku, an academic advisor in the department of 

Human Resource Management who works closely with CTLM in selecting and facilitating 

academic interventions for first year HRM students. Ms Faku describes those students 

enrolled for the HRM Programme who are struggling or under prepared as ‘at-risk 

students’. She makes use of tests and examination results to identify the particular at-risk 

students, after which she sets up one-on-one meetings to discuss their current position 

and advises students as to how they can improve their results which academic 

interventions they are required to attend. By conducting one-on-one interviews, students 

have the opportunity to share exactly what challenges they face, as well as receive 

individual counselling and assistance from academic advisors. 

 

The Diploma in HRM and Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programme students have a 

career-directed course, therefore they do not have the choice of selecting modules in their 

first year. The prospectus for the Diploma in HRM is presented as follows: 
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Figure 2.6: Course outline – Diploma in HRM 
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Source: Nelson Mandela University Prospectus (2018) 

 

2.7  CONCLUSION  

 

It is therefore evident that the factors contributing to student success are quite extensive. 

This chapter identified the challenges facing higher education in South Africa and some 

suggestions were made as to how those challenges could be addressed and better 

managed. Furthermore, the factors affecting student preparedness and the support 

services offered to under prepared students were discussed, in addition to defining the 

characteristics of an ideal student. To obtain a better understanding, the study included 
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specific models and theories of motivation such as Tinto’s (1987) model of student 

retention, motivational theories and the NSSE. These theories play an important role in 

understanding what prevents students from succeeding as well as how they can be led to 

success. When taking all of the above-mentioned factors into consideration, it is evident 

that students have to follow a specific process to succeed in tertiary education. When 

provided with good quality education, the required resources and support structures, a 

student’s likelihood of being motivated to succeed is enhanced. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1  INTRODUCTION 

 

The primary objective of this research was to investigate whether selected academic 

interventions impacted on the academic performance of students registered for the 

Diploma in HRM and Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programme at Nelson Mandela 

University. This chapter outlines the research methodology utilised in the study, and 

specifically the research type, sample, data collection and analysis methods, validity and 

reliability, as well as the ethical considerations taken into account for the study. The 

research process interprets and describes the interaction with the research domain to 

produce scientifically valid research. While the research was aimed at being descriptive, 

explanatory and evaluative in nature, emphasis was primarily placed on its validity goal, 

aimed at measuring what it intended to measure, and secondly on its reliability goal to 

ensure consistency in the results of the study throughout the research process. 

 

3.2 RESEARCH PARADIGM AND TYPE  

 

The study was conducted from a positivistic paradigm which implies that in social 

sciences, behaviour can be quantified and studied objectively to arrive at objective 

conclusions (Antwi & Kasim, 2015). The study was also exploratory and descriptive in 

nature in the sense that it explored the impact of academic support interventions and first 

year HRM student academic success.   

 

3.2.1  Research approach 

 

The study was both qualitative and quantitative in nature, but for the empirical study a 

quantitative approach was followed. A qualitative literature study was conducted before 

the empirical objectives were addressed. The literature study focused on challenges faced 

in higher education related to student academic success, factors influencing student 
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preparedness, as well as student engagement. The information collected from the 

literature study was qualitatively analysed and synthesised.  

 

The empirical study, however, was quantitative in nature and aimed at measuring and 

correlating constructs: student participation in academic support interventions and 

academic performance. The empirical component of the research was conducted within 

the Department of Human Resource Management, which is situated at the Second 

Avenue Campus of the Nelson Mandela University, located in Port Elizabeth in the 

Eastern Cape. An empirical study is a method of gaining knowledge by means of direct 

and indirect observation or experience. In the case of this study, academic performance 

of students was measured via a baseline mark (average of first two tests written) and the 

final test mark, and participation in academic support interventions was measured via 

attendance registers. Therefore, the data utilised in this study were readily available.  

 

Quantitative research considers data or information from an objective point of view 

through the use of numerical analysis and statistics (Labaree & Scimeca, 2016). The 

advantages of using quantitative methods include making provision for a broader study 

by involving a greater number of participants and enhancing the generalisation of the 

results. In addition to this, utilising quantitative methods enables the research to be 

replicated, analysed and compared with similar studies. This is supported by Kruger 

(2003), asserting that quantitative methods enable vast sources of information to be 

summarised and compared across categories. Personal bias is avoided by maintaining a 

distance from participants and employing participants unknown to them (Kruger, 2003). 

 

A quasi-experimental and correlational research design was used. This method is used to 

estimate the causal impact of an intervention on its target population. The research design 

was evaluative in nature as it explored the effect of academic support interventions on the 

academic performance of the Diploma in HRM and the Diploma in HRM (Extended) 

Programme students and whether participating in these interventions contributed to 

student success. Moreover, the research design was also exploratory in nature as it 

explored the impact of academic interventions on the academic performance of Diploma 

in HRM and Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programme students.  
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3.3  THE POPULATION AND SAMPLE  

 

Social research requires investigating a research problem within a population and a 

sample is referred to as a section of the population that is selected for investigation, as it 

may not be possible or practical to investigate the entire population. 

 

The population comprised of Diploma in HRM and Diploma in HRM (Extended) 

Programme students who were enrolled for either the Diploma in HRM or the Diploma in 

HRM (Extended) Programme and were registered full-time for three modules: Business 

Management, Accounting for Personnel Practitioners and Personnel Management. All of 

these modules are on a first year level. The sample for this study included 44 students 

obtained from the respective class lists for the Diploma in HRM and the Diploma in HRM 

(Extended) Programmes. Other than being a Diploma in HRM or a Diploma in HRM 

(Extended) Programme student in terms of meeting the criteria for inclusion, no 

restrictions were made with regards to the demographics of the students as the researcher 

aimed to maintain a diverse sample.  

 

The methods for the collection, processing and analysis of data are discussed in detail in 

the subsequent section. 

 

3.3.1  Data collection 

 

The data for the study was collected from the target group’s academic records (provided 

by the Head of Department). Unobtrusive measures were used for the data collection 

process. An unobtrusive measure is referred to as a method of making observations 

without the knowledge of the participants. Unobtrusive methods are therefore designed to 

illuminate a major problem faced in research which speaks to how participant awareness 

of the research study affects their behaviour and the potential distortion of the research 

results (Crossman, 2017).  
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Specific data collected involved the following: 

a) Baseline mark (average of first two tests) and final mark for the module of Business 

Management 1 (SMB 1110/EBM1000), for students on the Diploma in HRM or the 

Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programmes. 

b) Baseline mark (average of first two tests) and final mark for the module of 

Accounting for Personnel Practitioners (RTI 1000) for students on the Diploma in 

HRM and Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programmes. 

c)  Baseline mark (average of first two tests) and final mark for the module of 

Personnel Management 1 (BPB1120), for students on the Diploma in HRM and 

Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programmes. 

d) Academic support interventions and attendance: class register information with 

regards to attendance, and specifically attendance of academic advising 

interventions and tutorials.  

 

3.3.2  Data processing 

 

For the purposes of data processing, a MS Excel spreadsheet was developed with 

relevant data related to each subject, namely programme registered for, baseline mark, 

attendance of academic support interventions and final mark. This was done for each 

module respectively. The services of a statistician from the Nelson Mandela University 

was utilised for the statistical processing of the data.   

 

3.3.3  Data analysis 

 

Descriptive and inferential statistical analyses were performed. Descriptive statistics were 

used to describe the basic features of the data included in a study. Descriptive statistics 

provide summaries about the sample and the measures (Walliman, 2006). Descriptive 

statistics include measures of central tendency namely: mean, standard deviations, 

percentages and frequency distributions. By utilising inferential statistics, conclusions that 

extend beyond the immediate available data can be made (Walliman, 2006). In terms of 

inferential statistics, t-tests were used to establish whether statistically significant 

javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
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differences existed in the academic performance of students based on their attendance 

of academic interventions.  

 

The study employed both a pre and post-test which required the use of paired sample t-

test. A paired t-test is used to compare two population means where there are two 

samples in which observations in one sample can be paired with the observations in a 

second sample (Shier, 2004). For this study, baseline marks for the selected core modules 

were compared against the final marks obtained for the modules. Pearson’s chi-squared 

test was used to identify the likelihood of the observed data occurring by chance in the 

various sets of categorical data.  

 

3.4  VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY OF THE STUDY 

 

Validity is referred to as the ability of the test to accurately measure what it is intended to 

measure (Foxcroft & Roodt, 2013). Validity can be viewed as the core of any form of 

assessment that is trustworthy and accurate (Bond, 2003, p.179). Validity, according to 

Messick (1989, p.6) refers to the degree to which empirical evidence and theoretical 

rationale support the adequacy and appropriateness of interpretations and actions based 

on test scores, which is imperative to ensure the accuracy of the results of this study. The 

validity of the research findings are influenced by various factors that include the choice 

of sample, the sample size, researcher bias and design of the research tools. (Cohen, 

Manion & Morrison, 2011). These authors further state that validity should be viewed as 

a continuum, as the validity of the findings within a study can be improved. However, a 

100% validity can never be achieved.  

 

Moerdyk (2015) refers to reliability as the degree of consistency in what the study intends 

to measure. More specifically, a study will be reliable when it gives the same repeated 

result under the same conditions. A measure is deemed as being reliable when it can be 

used by a number of different researchers under the same conditions, with consistent 

results and the results not varying. Reliability reflects consistency and replicability over 

time. Furthermore, reliability is viewed as the degree to which a test is free from 
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measurement errors, granted that the more measurement errors that occur, the less 

reliable the test (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003; McMillan & Schumacher, 2006a; 2006b). 

 

A number of measures were taken to improve the study’s validity and reliability. The 

validity and reliability of the study were improved by: 

• A statistician provided by the School of Industrial and Organisational Psychology 

at Nelson Mandela University assisted with the processing of data and could 

therefore provide professional advice to ensure the validity of the testing 

procedures used in the study for the intended purposes.  

• The study involved a representative sample of students who were registered for 

the Diploma in HRM and Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programmes in the 

department of HRM at the Nelson Mandela University and the results could 

therefore be generalised to the whole cohort registered in 2018 and also cautiously 

to past and future student cohorts. 

• The study was also approved by the Nelson Mandela University’s Research Ethics     

Committee. 

 

The researcher had to observe very high ethical standards due to the target group of the 

study involving students. The ethical responsibility of the researcher and how this ethical 

responsibility was dealt with in the study are explained in the following section. 

 

3.5  ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITY OF THE RESEARCHER 

 

Ethics are of crucial importance when research involves people, and especially if the 

people involved are considered to be members of a vulnerable group. Although students 

were not directly involved in the study, personal information related to them was included. 

As such, there could be a risk involved for them, for example they could feel embarrassed 

if they did not perform well or even if they performed especially well. Such risks had to be 

considered and prevented. Therefore, it was required that the research had to be 

approved by the Nelson Mandela University Research Ethics Committee (REC) (H19-
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BES-HRM-007). Specific measures were followed to ensure that ethical standards were 

upheld. These included the following: 

 

• A best practice approach was adopted to conduct the study in a competent manner 

by avoiding any harm to participants who may have been caused by incompetence 

in any way. Any potential risks such as social or psychological distress to 

participants were considered and prevented.   

• To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, the research was not biased towards 

any parties involved in the study. The researcher was employed in CAAR as an 

intern when the study commenced and was therefore well versed in terms of the 

confidentiality of student records.  

• In terms of confidentiality, the researcher ensured that no student information was 

made available to any parties who were not directly related to the study. According 

to The Interagency Advisory Panel on Research Ethics (TCPS) (2003), 

confidentiality of research data is based on the principle of respect for the dignity 

and autonomy of research participants. In faculty research with students as 

participants, anonymity is possible in terms of protecting the identity of participants 

and keeping their data confidential from others. For example, no other personal 

identifying information such as name and surname are used in the study.  

• The researcher worked under close guidance with Professor Amanda Werner, the 

research supervisor and Head of Department of the Human Resource 

Management Department at Nelson Mandela University.  

• Lastly, in terms of the literature study, the researcher consistently avoided any 

plagiarism. According to the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary (2018), to 

plagiarise means to steal and pass off (the ideas or words of another) as one's own, 

to use another’s work without crediting the source to commit literary theft or to 

present as new and original an idea or product derived from an existing source. 

These practices are illegal, unethical and go against all academic codes of conduct 

which is why the researcher signed a plagiarism declaration upon submission of 

the research project. 
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3.6  ANTICIPATED VALUE OR BENEFITS OF THE STUDY 

 

The results of this study could be of value to the department of HRM to determine the 

effectiveness of academic interventions provided for first year students. 

 

3.7  CONCLUSION 

 

This chapter clearly defined all of the important aspects of the research methodology that 

were applied in this study, including the research type, sample, measuring instruments, 

data collection, processing and analysis, the reliability and validity, as well as the ethical 

considerations. 

 

The results obtained from the research will be discussed in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4: PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF RESULTS  

 

4.1  INTRODUCTION 

 

In Chapter 3, the research methodology used in this study was presented and discussed. 

In this chapter, the results of the empirical study are discussed. The purpose of this 

chapter is to address the primary and secondary objectives of the study, which are 

restated below: 

 

Research objective 1: 

The primary aim of this research study was to investigate the impact of academic 

interventions on the Diploma in HRM and the Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programme 

students’ academic performance at Nelson Mandela University. This was done by 

comparing the baseline (average of first two tests) performance of students with their final 

performance levels and determining whether students who attended academic 

interventions experienced a greater improvement in performance than those who did not 

attend. 

 

Research objective 2: 

A secondary objective of this study was to investigate whether the relationship between 

participation in academic interventions and academic success are moderated by whether 

students were admitted to the Diploma in HRM or the Diploma in HRM (Extended) 

Programme. 

 

The primary aim of this study was attained by using existing data on the attendance of 

academic interventions and academic performance of students. This information was 

sourced from attendance registers and class lists. The data collected was from HRM 

students who were registered for either the diploma or the extended diploma programmes 

at Nelson Mandela University in 2018. The diploma as well as the extended diploma 

students do Business Management and Personnel Management in their first academic 

year of registration, while the module of Accounting for Personnel Practitioners is 
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completed by diploma students in their first academic year and extended diploma students 

in their second academic year. Should a student fail a module, the module has to be 

repeated.  

 

The information sourced was carefully recorded in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. 

Information captured on the Microsoft Excel sheet included registration category of each 

student (diploma or extended diploma), attendance of various academic interventions, 

baseline mark for selected modules (Business Management, Accounting for Personnel 

Practitioners and Personnel Management) as applicable and out of 100 and the final mark 

for each module, also out of 100. The baseline mark for the modules consisted of an 

average of the first two tests written in the year. The order of information on the Microsoft 

Excel files was as follows: 

1. Student number. 

2. Registration category. 

3. Academic advising interventions. 

4. Goal setting and Academic writing. 

5. Accounting for Personnel Practitioners. 

6. Intervention: Accounting for Personnel Practitioners tutorials. 

7. Baseline: Average of first two tests. 

8. Final mark. 

9. Pass/Fail. 

10. Personnel Management. 

11. Intervention: Personnel Management tutorials. 

12. Baseline: average of first two tests. 

13. Final mark. 

14. Pass/Fail. 

15. Business Management. 

16. Intervention: Business Management tutorials. 

17. Baseline: average of first two tests. 

18. Final mark. 

19. Pass/Fail.  
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Table 4.1 provides a representation for how the numerical values were captured for each 

academic intervention and each of the three modules.  

 

Table 4.1: Numerical values used to represent subject data for the study  

 

Registration  

Extended Diploma 

programme 

Diploma programme  

0 1 

Baseline 

mark 

Percentage  

mark/100 

Academic 

intervention 

attendance  

Academic advising Accounting for 

Personnel 

Practitioners 

Personnel 

Management 

/2 No = 0 Yes = 1 

(1-2) 

/8 No = 0 Yes = 1 

(0-8) 

/1 No = 0 Yes = 1 

(0-1) 

Final mark Percentage  

mark/100 

Pass/fail No = 0 Yes = 1 

 

As the study was quantitative in nature, numerical values were used to present the data. 

For the registration categories, numerical values zero (Diploma in HRM Extended 

Programme) and one (Diploma in HRM Diploma) were used. There were three academic 

advising interventions and for each attendance, a numerical value from zero (not 

attended/no) to three (attended/yes) was allocated. Similar to this, the attendance for 

other interventions were recorded in the same manner. For Accounting for Personnel 

Practitioners, a total of eight tutorials were presented, therefore numerical values 

allocated also ranged from zero (not attended/no) to eight (attended/yes).  For Personnel 

Management there was only one tutorial therefore values ranged from zero (not 

attended/no) to one (attended/yes). There were no specific interventions recorded for 

Business Management, however, differences in baseline marks and final marks for 

Business Management were compared to determine the influence of academic advising 

interventions on performance and to make a comparison with the modules for which there 

were more interventions. 
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The research findings are presented in tables and diagrammatic illustrations. The tables 

and diagrams were developed and collated with the assistance of a statistician employed 

at the university. 

 

4.2  DESCRIPTION OF THE SAMPLE 

 

This section provides a detailed description of the sample for the study. The sample 

consisted of HRM students registered in 2018 for Business Management, Personnel 

Management and Accounting for Personnel Practitioners.  

 

4.2.1  Description of sample based on programme registration  

 

The study included students who were registered for either the Diploma in HRM or 

Diploma in HRM Extended Programme. 

 

Figure 4.1: Programme Registration (n = 42) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 indicates that 31 of the participants (74%) were registered for the Diploma in 

HRM while the rest (26%) were registered for the Diploma in HRM (Extended) 

Programme.  

 

 

31 (74%)

11 (26%)

Programme registration 

Diploma Programme Extended Diploma Programme
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 4.2.2  Description of sample based on attendance of academic interventions 

 

Academic advising interventions refer to the three academic writing and goal setting 

tutorials that were provided. Attendance registers were used to calculate how often 

academic interventions were attended.  Figures 4.2, 4.3, 4.4 and 4.5 below indicate the 

overall attendance of interventions, irrespective of registration category.   

 

Figure 4.2 presents results for the attendance of academic interventions.  

 

Figure 4.2: Attendance of academic advising intervention(s)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From Figure 4.2 it can be inferred that 71% of the participants attended at least one of the 

academic advising interventions, followed by 29% of the participants who did not attend 

any academic intervention.  

 

Figure 4.3 presents results for the attendance of interventions for the module of 

Accounting for Personnel Practitioners.  These interventions consisted of eight tutorials.    

 

 

 

 

 

71%

29%

Academic advising interventions 

Attended No attendance
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Figure 4.3: Attendance of Accounting for Personnel Practitioners intervention(s) (n 

= 33) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From Figure 4.3, it is evident that 85% of the participants attended at least one of the 

Accounting for Personnel Practitioners interventions, followed by 29% of the participants 

who did not attend any intervention.  

 

Figure 4.4 displays results for the attendance of interventions for the module of Personnel 

Management.  This intervention consisted of one tutorial.    

 

Figure 4.4: Personnel Management intervention attendance (n = 42) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Based on Figure 4.4, it is evident that 67% of the participants attended the Personnel 

Management intervention, followed by 33% of the participants who did not attend. 

85%

15%

Accounting for Personnel 
Practioners interventions 

Attended No attendance

67%

33%

Personnel Management intervention 

Attended No attendance
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4.3  RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ACADEMIC INTERVENTIONS AND ACADEMIC 

SUCCESS 

 

In this section, the relationship between academic interventions and academic success is 

explored by means of descriptive and inferential statistics. Generally, inferential statistics 

are used to make inferences from a sample of data regarding the broader population. 

Inferential statistics also allow judgements to be made regarding the probability that an 

observed difference between groups is the result of a factor that the result depends upon, 

or alternatively that any differences may have occurred as a result of chance (Trochim, 

William, Donnelly & James, 2008). In this study, the dependence of improved academic 

performance on academic interventions is investigated. Alternatively, improvement in 

academic performance could be the result of chance or factors not investigated in this 

study.   

 

Inferential statistics used in this study included paired t-tests and analysis of variance 

(ANOVA). T-tests are referred to as a type of inferential statistic used to determine 

whether there is a significant difference between the means of two groups, while ANOVA 

(analysis of variance) is used for testing the different means and various independent 

variables in a sample group (Coolican, 2014). In this study, t-tests were used to make 

comparisons between different samples or groups, for example, the difference between 

baseline academic performance and pass rates for the respective modules. This was 

necessary to determine whether differences did occur in the initial (baseline) and final 

performance (pass rates) of the participants. If a positive difference did occur between 

baseline performance and final performance, it could be determined whether the 

difference was due to academic interventions or by chance. If no difference occurred, a 

conclusion could be drawn that academic interventions did not support improved 

performance.  
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4.3.1  Comparison between baseline marks and final marks - descriptive 

statistical analysis 

 

This section presents descriptive statistics, namely the mean, median, minimum, 

maximum and standard deviation to create familiarity with the differences between 

baseline marks and final marks for the modules of Business Management, Accounting for 

Personnel Practitioners and Personnel Management.  

 

Table 4.2 provides the baseline performance (average of the first two tests) versus the 

final marks obtained for Business Management. 

 

Table 4.2: Comparison between base-line marks and final marks for Business 

Management – descriptive statistics 

Business 

Management 
n Mean Median Minimum Maximum 

Standard 

deviation 

Baseline 42 66.07 68.5 12 100 20.73 

Final mark 42 63.14 66.5 22 86 15.36 

 

From Table 4.2 it is evident that the average baseline marks (mean) (66.07) are higher 

than the final mark (mean 63.14) obtained.   

 

The standard deviation of 20.73 for the baseline mark indicates a wide spread of the marks 

around the average mark. The median baseline score (middle figure) of 68.5 indicates 

that half of the participants obtained a baseline mark of 68.5 or lower, whereas the other 

half obtained baseline marks of 68.5 and higher. The standard deviation of 15.36 for the 

final mark is much lower than that of the baseline mark indicating that the final marks were 

spread much closer to the mean. It can be deduced from the table that the average final 

mark per student varied from 22 to 86. The median score of 66.5 for the final mark 

suggests that half of the participants achieved a mark of 66.5 or lower and the other half 

a mark of 66.5 or higher. Therefore, while performance in the final mark seems lower, the 

standard deviation suggests that the marks were less broadly spread around the mean.  
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Table 4.3 presents the baseline mean mark (average of the first two tests) versus the final 

mean mark obtained for Accounting for Personnel Practitioners.  

 

Table 4.3: Comparison between baseline marks and final marks for Accounting for 

Personnel Practitioners – descriptive statistics 

Accounting for 

Personnel 

Practitioners 

n Mean Median Minimum Maximum 
Standard 

deviation 

Baseline 33 76.12 77 52 100 14.45 

Final mark 33 74.33 75 52 90 13.32 

 

From Table 4.3 it is evident that the average baseline mean (76.12) is higher than the final 

mark mean (74.33).   

 

The standard deviation of 14.45 for the baseline mark displays a spread of marks of 14.45 

around the mean mark. It is apparent that the mean baseline mean varied from 52 to 100, 

while the final mark mean varied from 52 to 90. The median of 77 suggests that half of the 

students obtained a baseline mark of 77 or less and the other half a baseline mark of 77 

or higher. The standard deviation for the final mark is 13.32 which is a little lower than the 

standard deviation of the baseline mark, indicating that the final marks were spread closer 

to the mean than the marks were spread around the baseline mean. It is apparent that the 

final marks varied from 52 to 90. The median score for final marks is 75 suggesting that 

half of the students achieved average marks of 75 or lower and the other half marks of 75 

or higher. It can be concluded that the participants performed fairly well in Accounting for 

Personnel Practitioners in comparison to Business Management.  

 

Table 4.4 presents the baseline mean mark (average of the first two tests) versus the final 

mean mark obtained for Personnel Management.  
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Table 4.4: Comparison between baseline marks versus final marks for Personnel 

Management  

Personnel 

Management 
n 

 

Mean 

 

Median 

 

Minimum 

 

 

Maximum 

 

Standard 

deviation 

Baseline 42 55 54 29 83 13.34 

Final mark 42 52.33 55 20 82 15.9 

 

As represented in Table 4.4, a baseline mean of 55 was obtained for Personnel 

Management in comparison to a 52.33 final mark mean. The standard deviation of 13.34 

for the baseline mark indicated a relatively low spread around the mean mark. It is clear 

that the baseline marks varied from 29 to 83. The standard deviation for the final marks 

was 15.9, which was higher than that of the baseline mark indicating that the final marks 

were slightly more widely spread around the mean. The median score of 55 for the final 

mark suggests that half of the participants achieved marks of 55 or lower and the other 

half marks of 55 or higher.  

 

4.4  QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE RESULTS – INFERENTIAL ANALYSIS 

 

In this section, the results of the empirical study are quantitatively analysed. The 

presentation starts with a comparison of the baseline marks and final marks of the three 

modules, based on registration status. For this purpose, t-tests were utilised and 

significance was determined by means of Cohen’s d. The baseline mark consisted of the 

first two assessments done for each module and the final mark consisted of one mark 

combining the year marks for all of the assessments completed, whereas the registration 

status refers to either diploma or extended diploma programme categories. 

 

Thereafter, a comparison is made between the baseline marks and final marks for the 

three modules, irrespective of registration, in relation to the academic interventions that 

were offered. Therefore, all of the results for each module are compared in terms of 

baseline mark and final mark to determine the extent to which attendance of academic 

interventions accounted for differences.  
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Spearman’s rho correlations were then utilised to explore relationships between academic 

advising interventions and tutorials, and differences detected between baseline and final 

marks. The presentation starts with a comparison of the results of the participants in the 

diploma programme versus the results of participants in the extended programme.  

 

4.4.1  Comparison between baseline marks and final marks for modules, based on 

registration status – inferential statistical analysis  

 

An independent sample t-test was performed to determine whether a difference existed 

in the baseline mean and the final marks for the three modules, based on registration 

status, namely whether participants were registered for the diploma or the extended 

diploma. Shier (2004) describes a paired t-test as a technique used to compare two 

population means in instances where there are two samples in which observations in one 

sample can be paired with observations in the other sample. Levene’s Test for Equality of 

Variances was used in cases where equal variances were not assumed.  Cohen's d was 

used to determine effect size of significant differences.  

 

Table 4.5 indicates how the Cohen’s d has been interpreted.  

 

Table 4.5: Cohen’s d effect size interpretation 

Cohen's d interpretation 

d = 0.2 -≤ 0.5 Small effect size 

d = 0.5 - ≤ 0.08 Medium effect size 

d = 0.08 + Large effect size 

 

An independent t-test was conducted to explore the differences in baseline marks for 

participants in the diploma and participants in the extended diploma programme. The 

results for Business Management are presented in Table 4.6.  
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Table 4.6: Comparison of baseline mark for Business Management, based on 

registration status (diploma versus extended diploma) 

Group Statistics  
N Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

Cohen's 

d 

Fisher’s 

Exact Test 

E
x

a
c

t 
S

ig
. 

(2
-s

id
e

d
) 

E
x

a
c

t 
S

ig
. 

(1
-s

id
e

d
) 

Baseline 

mark 

Diploma 31 73.58 14.368 2.581  

1.55 

 

0 Extended 

Diploma  

11 44.91 21.792 6.571 

 

Upon review of Table 4.6 it can be deduced that that the baseline mark for Business 

Management was much higher for participants in the diploma program (73.58) than 

participants in the extended diploma programme (44.91). Cohen’s d (1.55) indicates a 

large effect size.  

 

If one considers the admission system used for these students, students on the diploma 

programme obtained higher admission scores than students on the extended diploma 

programme, and one could assume they were academically more prepared and required 

less additional academic interventions (Conley, 2010). 

 

The low baseline mark for participants in the extended diploma programme indicates a 

high failure rate as 50 represents a pass mark. Fisher’s Exact Test was conducted to 

identify if the significant difference found between baseline marks for the diploma and 

extended diploma participants resulted by chance or if an actual pattern existed. The 

results from a Fisher’s Exact Test supported Cohen’s d, indicating the difference in results 

as significant at 0.   

 

Table 4.7 below represents the results for a comparison of the final marks for Business 

Management based on registration status.  

 



66 
 

Table 4.7: Comparison of final mark for Business Management, based on 

registration status (diploma versus extended diploma) 

Group Statistics  
N Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

Cohen's 

d 

Fisher’s Exact 

Test 

E
x

a
c

t 
S

ig
. 

(2
-s

id
e

d
) 

E
x

a
c

t 
S

ig
. 

(1
-s

id
e

d
) 

Final 

mark 

Diploma 31 70.13 8.12 1.458  

2.35 

 

0 Extended 

Diploma  

11 43.45 13.85 4.17 

 

Upon review of Table 4.7 it can be deduced that that the baseline mark for Business 

Management was much higher for participants in the diploma programme (70.13) than 

participants in the extended diploma programme (43.45). Cohen’s d (2.35) indicates a 

large effect size.  

 

The mean score presented in Table 4.7 therefore suggests that students registered for 

the diploma programme, once again had an overall higher mark for the final mark for 

Business Management with an average mark of 70.13, compared to those registered for 

the extended programme who had an average final mark of 43.45. The average final mark 

(43.45%) for the extended diploma programme students also suggests that the majority 

of the students registered for the extended diploma programme failed the module as the 

standard pass rate is 50%. Fisher’s Exact Test was once again performed to identify if the 

significant difference between the extended diploma programme and diploma programme 

marks resulted by chance or if a pattern existed. The results from the Fisher’s Exact Test 

indicated that the difference was significant at 0. The Cohen’s d effect size was very large 

at 2.35 and when comparing the baseline and final mark averages, it is evident that there 

was indeed a pattern and that the majority of the participants who were failing were in the 

extended diploma programme. 

 

Table 4.8 below represents the results for a comparison of the baseline marks for 

Personnel Management based on registration status.  
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Table 4.8: Comparison of baseline mark for Personnel Management, based on 

registration status (diploma versus extended diploma) 

Group Statistics  
N Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

Cohen's 

d 

Fisher’s 

Exact Test 

E
x

a
c

t 
S

ig
. 

(2
-s

id
e

d
) 

E
x

a
c

t 
S

ig
. 

(1
-s

id
e

d
) 

Baseline 

mark 

Diploma 31 59.03 11.62 2.09  

1.32 

 

0 Extended 

Diploma  

11 43.64 11.75 3.543 

 

From Table 4.8 it can be inferred that that the baseline mark for Business Management 

was higher for participants in the diploma program (59.03) versus the participants in the 

extended programme (43.64). Cohen’s d (1.32) indicates a large effect size.  

 

As with Business Management, Fisher’s Exact Test was conducted to identify if the 

significant difference between the extended diploma programme and diploma programme 

marks resulted by chance or if an actual pattern existed. The results from the Fisher’s 

Exact Test indicated once again that it was significant at 0. The Cohen’s d effect size was 

also very large at 1.32, indicating that there was indeed a pattern and that the majority of 

the students who were failing their first two semester tests were enrolled in the extended 

programme. From the results presented in Table 4.8, it can therefore be suggested that 

the students registered for the diploma programme had an overall higher mark for the 

baseline for Personnel Management with an average mark of 59.03, compared to those 

registered for the extended diploma programme who had an average mark of 43.64.  

 

Table 4.9 below represents the results for a comparison of the final marks for Personnel 

Management based on registration status.  
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Table 4.9: Comparison of final mark for Personnel Management based on 

registration status (diploma versus extended diploma) 

Group Statistics  
N Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

Cohen's 

d 

Fisher’s 

Exact Test 

E
x

a
c

t 
S

ig
. 

(2
-s

id
e

d
) 

E
x

a
c

t 
S

ig
. 

(1
-s

id
e

d
) 

Final  

mark 

Diploma 31 59.23 10.84 1.946  

2.41 

 

0 Extended 

Diploma  

11 32.91 10.98 3.31 

 

From the results presented in Table 4.9, it can be deduced that that the final marks for 

Business Management were much higher for participants in the diploma program (59.23) 

versus the participants in the extended programme (32.91). Cohen’s d (2.41) indicates a 

large effect size.  

 

Fisher’s Exact Test was significant at 0 and the Cohen’s d displayed an exceptionally 

large effect size at 2.41, indicating that there was once again a pattern and that the 

majority of the students failing formed part of the extended diploma programme. It is 

evident that the final marks for the extended diploma programme participants decreased 

significantly from 43.64% to 32.91%. This result may not be too surprising as students’ 

final marks could drop in the final examination due to the study content being much more 

for final examinations than that of the basic class tests. It can also be inferred that the 

majority of the extended diploma programme participants registered for this module failed, 

as presented by the average mark of 32.91% which in this case is exceptionally low in 

relation to the prospective pass mark of 50%. 

 

Table 4.10 below represents the results for a comparison of the baseline marks for 

Accounting for Personnel Practitioners based on registration status.  
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Table 4.10: Comparison of baseline mark for Accounting for Personnel 

Practitioners based on registration status (diploma versus extended diploma) 

Group Statistics  
N Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

Cohen's 

d 

Fisher’s 

Exact Test 

E
x

a
c

t 
S

ig
. 

(2
-s

id
e

d
) 

E
x

a
c

t 
S

ig
. 

(1
-s

id
e

d
) 

Baseline 

mark 

Diploma 31 75.03 14.11 2.53    

0 Extended 

Diploma  

2 93 9.89 7 

 

Upon review of Table 4.10, it can be inferred that that the baseline mark for Accounting 

for Personnel Practitioners was higher for participants in the extended diploma program 

(93) versus the participants in the diploma programme (75.03). This result should be read 

with extreme caution as only two participants from the extended programme who were 

registered for Accounting for Personnel Practitioners were included in this study.  

 

Table 4.11 below represents the results for a comparison of the final marks for Accounting 

for Personnel Practitioners based on registration status.  

 

Table 4.11: Comparison of final mark for Accounting for Personnel Practitioners 

based on registration status (diploma versus extended diploma) 

Group Statistics  
N Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

Cohen's 

d 

Fisher’s 

Exact Test 

E
x

a
c

t 
S

ig
. 

(2
-s

id
e

d
) 

E
x

a
c

t 
S

ig
. 

(1
-s

id
e

d
) 

Final 

mark 

Diploma 31 73.42 11.06 1.99  

1.92 

 

0 Extended 

Diploma  

11 88.5 0.707 0.5 

 

Upon review of Table 4.11, it can be inferred that that the final mark for Accounting for 

Personnel Practitioners was higher for participants in the diploma programme (88.5) 
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versus the participants in the extended diploma programme (73.42). Cohen’s d (1.92) 

indicates a large effect size.  

 

Although the Cohen’s d effect size was large at 1.92, indicating that participants in the 

extended diploma performed better than those on the diploma programme, it should be 

considered that only two participants represented the extended programme. It is evident 

from the final mark for both the extended diploma and diploma programme and the 

standard deviation that all participants had passed the Accounting for Personnel 

Practitioners module and passing could therefore be positively linked to active tutorial 

attendance. 

 

The purpose of the study was to compare the influence of academic interventions on the 

academic performance of first year HRM students. However, before the influence of 

academic interventions was determined, a comparison was made between the baseline 

mark for each of the three modules (Business Management, Personnel Management and 

Accounting for Personnel Practitioners) and the final mark obtained for each of these 

modules. This was done to determine whether significant differences existed between the 

baseline marks and the final marks for the modules.  A paired t-test was used to compare 

the average baseline mark versus the final mark obtained. Shier (2004) describes a paired 

t-test as a technique used to compare two population means in instances where there are 

two samples in which observations in one sample can be paired with observations in the 

other sample.  

 

The results of the paired t-tests are presented in Table 4.12. 
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Table 4.12: Paired t-test results for a comparison of baseline marks versus final 

marks Business Management, Accounting for Personnel Practitioners and 

Personnel Management 

Pair t df Sig. (2-

tailed) 

Baseline: Average of first two tests - Final mark: 

Business Management 

1.967 41 0.056 

Baseline: Average of first two tests - Final mark 

Personnel Management 

1.546 41 0.13 

Baseline: Average of first two tests - Final mark: 

Accounting for Personnel Practitioners 

1.16 32 0.255 

 

As previously stated, t-tests were conducted to identify whether there were any significant 

differences between the baseline mark and the final mark for each of the three respective 

modules.    

 

A paired sample t-test was conducted on the marks of the sample participants before and 

after the interventions. Levene’s Test for Equality of Variances was used in cases where 

equal variances were not assumed. 

 

Cohen’s d was used to determine the effect size, indicating the significant difference. For 

Cohen’s d interpretations, the effect size is deemed small if d = 0.2 and less than 0.5. If 

the effect size is d = 0.5 and less than 0.8, it is deemed as a medium effect size and when 

the effect size is 0.8 or greater, it is regarded as a large effect size.  

 

With reference to Table 4.12, it is evident that there was no significant difference between 

the baseline mark and final mark for either Accounting for Personnel Practitioners or 

Personnel Management. However, for Business Management there was a small effect 

size (0.056), implying a small significant difference between baseline mark and final mark. 

Referring back to Table 4.2 (descriptive statistics for Business Management), a drop in 

mean score from 66.07 to 63.14 was evident between baseline mean and final mark mean 

for Business Management.  
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As no specific interventions were arranged for Business Management, this finding may 

imply that because students had not attended any interventions for this module, their final 

marks had dropped and a different outcome may have been achieved if interventions were 

available. However, at this stage this could still be considered speculation. Further 

statistical analysis could shed more light on whether a significant drop in final marks for 

Business Management was indeed a result of a lack of academic interventions specifically 

aimed at this module. It should be noted that academic advising interventions, for 

example, were aimed at the general academic performance of students and that learning 

due to exposure to any type of intervention could be transferred to other modules as well.  

In the next section, the relationship between attendance of academic advising 

interventions and attendance of tutorials is explored.  

 

4.4.2  Relationship between attendance of academic advising interventions and 

attendance of tutorials  

 

Spearman’s Correlation Coefficient was used to determine whether the variables 

measured in the study were related or associated, and specifically whether attendance of 

academic advising interventions and attendance of tutorials was related for performance 

in Accounting for Personnel Practitioners, Personnel Management and Business 

Management. 

 

Spearman’s Correlation Coefficient, also referred to as Spearman’s rho measures the 

strength of association between two variables (Lani, n.d). Spearman’s rho was used in 

this particular study because the variables were categorically split according to each 

module (Business Management, Personnel Management and Accounting for Personnel 

Practitioners).  

 

For Spearman’s rho correlations, if a statistically significant correlation occurs, it is 

considered small/weak when the r coefficient is between 0 and equal to/less than 0.30; 

when the r coefficient is between 0.30 and equal to/less than 0.5, it is regarded as a 

moderate/medium correlation and when r is greater than 0.50, it is deemed a strong 

correlation. 
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Table 4.13 presents Spearman’s rho correlations for the module of Accounting for 

Personnel Practitioners. 

 

Table 4.13: Spearman’s rho correlations for the Accounting for Personnel 

Practitioners module 

Accounting Academic 

Advising 

Tutorials Mark difference 

Academic advising 1 -0.135 0.066 

Tutorials -0.135 1 -0.2 

Mark difference 0.066 -0.2 1 

 

As displayed in Table 4.13, the top left cell is redundant as it is the correlation of academic 

advising with itself, which is automatically perfect at +1. The correlation between 

attendance of academic advising and attendance of Accounting for Personnel 

Practitioners tutorials indicates a small negative correlation, r = -0.135.  

 

The top right cell in the table indicates a weak correlation between academic advising and 

mark difference detected (r = 0.066) and a weak negative correlation (r = -0.2) between 

tutorials and the mark difference detected. Therefore, it can be concluded that no 

significant relationships existed between academic advising interventions and Accounting 

for Personnel Practitioners tutorials and mark differences detected. Table 4.14 below 

displays Spearman’s rho correlations for the module of Personnel Management. 

 

Table 4.14: Spearman’s rho correlations for Personnel Management  

Personnel 

Management 

Academic 

Advising 

Tutorials Mark difference 

Academic advising 1 0.336** 0.12 

Tutorials 0.336** 1 -0.056 

Mark difference 0.12 -0.056 1 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

 

As presented in Table 4.14, it can be deduced that there is a moderate/medium correlation 

between academic advising interventions and tutorials, with r = 0.336 for the module of 

Personnel Management. However, there is no significant relationship with mark 
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differences as can be seen from the top right cell which indicates no significant correlation 

between academic advising interventions and mark differences with r = 0.12.  

 

The positive medium relationship between Personnel Management tutorials and the 

academic advising interventions suggests that if the participants were likely to attend the 

one intervention (for example Personnel Management tutorial), they were likely to attend 

the other (academic advising tutorial) interventions and vice versa.  However, attendance 

of these interventions did not have a significant influence on the mark differences.  

 

No tutorials were presented for Business Management and the correlation between 

academic advising interventions and the mark differences for this module revealed a r = 

0.063. As such, the correlation analysis did not reveal an association between attendance 

of academic interventions and mark differences.  

 

4.5  ASSOCIATION BETWEEN ATTENDANCE OF ACADEMIC INTERVENTIONS 

AND PASS/FAIL RATES 

 

Cross-tabulation was used to demonstrate the joint distribution of two categorical 

variables: pass/fail versus attendance of academic interventions. Chi-square is the 

primary statistic utilised for testing the statistical significance of a joint distribution of 

categorical variables in cross-tables (Coolican, 2014). Chi-square is regarded as a 

difference test or a ‘test of association’ between two variables and essentially tests the 

difference between two distributions of data.  

 

For this study, cross-tables and chi-square were used to analyse the association between 

a pass/fail outcome for the three modules and attendance of academic advising 

interventions. The purpose of this analysis was to identify whether there were distinctive 

patterns between participants who attended academic advising interventions and actually 

passed or alternatively, patterns between participants who failed and did not attend any 

of these interventions. By applying the data relating to the dimensions of the table, 

Cramer’s V is used to overcome the difficulty of measuring associations of different 

dimensions which cannot be compared directly. Cramer’s V equals 0 when there is no 
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relationship between the two variables, and generally has a maximum value of 1, 

regardless of the dimension of the table or the sample size. Cramer’s V can therefore be 

used to compare the strength of association between any two cross classification tables. 

Cramer’s V effect size is interpreted as; 0 - 0.1 = Negligible; 0.1 - 0.2 = Weak; 0.2 - 0.4 = 

Moderate; 0.4 - 0.6 = Relatively Strong; 0.6 - 0.8 = Strong; 0.8 – 1 = Very strong (Coolican, 

2014). 

 

Table 4.15 presents cross-tabulation data for testing the association between 

passing/failing Business Management and attendance of academic advising 

interventions.  Academic interventions relevant here are goal setting and academic writing 

interventions. The table presents the descriptive statistics for the pass/fail outcome in 

relation to academic advising interventions, Pearson’s chi-square and Cramer’s V. 

 

Table 4.15: Association between a pass/fail outcome for Business Management and 

attendance of academic advising interventions 

Goal Setting; Academic Writing * PASS / FAIL Cross-tabulation 

  PASS / FAIL Total 

Fail Pass 

Goal Setting; Academic 

Writing 

0 Count 8 4 12 

% of 

Total 

19.00

% 

9.50

% 

28.60% 

1 Count 0 14 14 

% of 

Total 

0.00% 33.30

% 

33.30% 

2 Count 0 15 15 

% of 

Total 

0.00% 35.70

% 

35.70% 

3 Count 0 1 1 

% of 

Total 

0.00% 2.40

% 

2.40% 

 

 

Total 

Count 8 34 42 

% of 

Total 

19.00

% 

81.00

% 

100.00% 
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  Value df Asymptotic Significance 

(2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 24.71 3 0 

Likelihood Ratio 25.624 3 0 

Linear-by-Linear 

Association 

16.688 1 0 

  Value Approximate Significance 

Nominal by Nominal Phi 0.767 0 

Cramer's 

V 

0.767 0 

N of Valid Cases 42 

 

The data presented in Table 4.15 indicates that 81% of the participants who completed 

the Business Management module passed, versus 19% who failed. The chi-square 

(24.71) reveals that the Asymptotic Significance is 0 and therefore a significant 

relationship exists between attendance of academic advising interventions and passing 

Business Management. The Asymptotic Significance figure presents the p-value of the 

chi-square, indicating that there is a pattern, therefore suggesting that the majority of 

participants who did attend the academic advising workshops were the ones passing, in 

contrast to those who did not attend academic advising workshops. A p-value of less than 

.05 indicates significance and is associated with a 95% confidence level. When the p-

value is less than .05, it can be deduced that the variables are not independent of each 

other and that there is a statistical relationship between the categorical variables. 

Moreover, Cramer’s V is 0.767 and indicates a strong effect size in terms of the 

association between academic advising interventions and pass rate.    

 

Table 4.16 presents cross-tabulation data for testing the association between 

passing/failing Personnel Management and attendance of academic advising 

interventions.   
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Table 4.16: Association between pass/fail outcome for Personnel Management and 

academic advising interventions  

Goal Setting; Academic Writing * PASS / FAIL Cross-tabulation 

  PASS / 

FAIL 

Total 

Fail Pass 

Goal Setting; Academic 

Writing 

0 Count 10 2 12 

% of 

Total 

23.8

0% 

4.80

% 

28.60% 

1 Count 1 13 14 

% of 

Total 

2.40

% 

31.00

% 

33.30% 

2 Count 2 13 15 

% of 

Total 

4.80

% 

31.00

% 

35.70% 

3 Count 0 1 1 

% of 

Total 

0.00

% 

2.40

% 

2.40% 

Total Count 13 29 42 

% of 

Total 

31.0

0% 

69.00

% 

100.00% 

  Value df Asymptotic Significance 

(2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 21.746 3 0 

Likelihood Ratio 22.174 3 0 

Linear-by-Linear 

Association 

13.694 1 0 

  Value Approximate Significance 

Nominal by Nominal Phi 0.72 0 

Cramer’s 

V 

0.72 0 

N of Valid Cases 42 

  

 

The data presented by the cross-tabulation in Table 4.16, indicates that 69% of the 

participants in the Personnel Management module passed, versus 31% who failed.  The 

chi-square revealed that the Asymptotic Significance was 0 and there was indeed a 

significant relationship between the categories, suggesting a pattern that the majority of 
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participants who attended the academic advising workshops were the ones who were 

passing in comparison to the 31% who failed, never attended the interventions. Seeing 

that there was a significant relationship, it can be deduced that the pattern did not occur 

by chance. Moreover, Cramer’s V indicates an effect size of 0.72, indicating a strong 

relationship between academic advising interventions and passing.  

 

Table 4.17 indicates results for testing the association between a pass/fail outcome for 

Personnel Management and attendance of tutorials.  

 

Table 4.17: Association between a pass/fail outcome for Personnel Management 

and tutorials  

Intervention: Personnel Management tutorials  * PASS / FAIL Cross-tabulation 
 

PASS / FAIL Total 

Fail Pass 

Intervention: Personnel Management 

tutorials 

0 Count 5 9 14 

% of 

Total 

11.90

% 

21.40

% 

33.30% 

1 Count 8 20 28 

% of 

Total 

19.00

% 

47.60

% 

66.70% 

Total Count 13 29 42 

% of 

Total 

31.00

% 

69.00

% 

100.00

% 
 

Value     df Asymptotic Significance (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 21.746a 1 0.637 

Likelihood Ratio 0.22 1 0.639 

Linear-by-Linear 

Association 

0.218 1 0.641 

  Value Approximate Significance 

Nominal by Nominal Phi 0.72 0 

Cramer's 

V 

0.72 0 

N of Valid Cases 42  
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As indicated before, 69% of the participants who completed the Personnel Management 

module passed, versus 31% who failed. As presented in Table 4.17, the chi-square test 

reveals an Asymptotic Significance of 0.637, indicating that no significant relationship is 

present between pass rates for Personnel Management and attendance of tutorials, 

suggesting that attendance of tutorials did not have any effect on pass and failure rates. 

However, conversely, Cramer’s V indicates an effect size of 0.72, indicating a strong 

association between the attendance of tutorials and pass/failure outcomes. In the next 

section, the ANOVA results for the differences between groups based on final marks in 

relation to interventions attended are discussed. 

  

4.6  DIFFERENCES BETWEEN GROUPS BASED ON FINAL MARKS IN RELATION 

TO INTERVENTIONS ATTENDED: ANOVA RESULTS 

 

The basic principle of ANOVAs is to test for differences among the means of the 

populations by examining the amount of variation within each of these samples, relative 

to the amount of variation between the samples (Coolican, 2014). A p-value of < .05 

indicates a significant difference among the means obtained by the respective groups. 

Nevertheless, an ANOVA can only tell that differences exist, but fails to indicate which 

specific groups differ (for k > 2). For this reason, a post-hoc test (Tukey’s test) is used to 

test the differences among the respective groups in case of a significant ANOVA. Once 

the Tukey test indicates where the differences lie, the descriptive statistics are consulted 

to identify the actual differences.  

 

In this study, ANOVAS were utilised to analyse the results based on the number of 

academic advising interventions attended. The participants attended either none, one or 

two academic advising interventions. In terms of Accounting for Personnel Practitioners, 

participants could have attended eight tutorials. 

 

4.6.1  Accounting for Personnel Practitioners 

 

For Accounting for Personnel Practitioners, differences were found in terms of attendance 

of academic advising interventions, baseline marks and final marks, but these differences 
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were not found to be significant. P-values indicating significance were 0.878 (attendance 

of academic interventions), 0.333 (baseline marks) and 0.063 (final marks). In addition, 

no significant differences were found in terms of attendance and non-attendance of 

tutorials. As such, the tables containing detailed data about the comparisons are not 

included. However, to confirm the above notion, some descriptive statistics for Accounting 

for Personnel Practitioners are included in Table 4.18. 

 

Table 4.18: Descriptive statistics for Accounting for Personnel Practitioners for 

academic advising interventions and tutorials  

Accounting for Personnel Practitioners Goal Setting & 

Academic 

Writing 

N Mean 

Baseline marks 0 4 82.75 

1 14 72.07 

2 15 78.13 

Total 33 76.12 

Final mark 0 4 81.75 

1 14 69.29 

2 15 77.07 

Total 33 74.33 

Accounting for Personnel Practitioners  Tutorials N Mean 

Baseline mark [0 - 4] 24 75.79 

[5 - 8] 9 77 

Final mark [0 - 4] 24 74.67 

[5 - 8] 9 73.44 

 

It is evident that the group that did not attend any academic advising interventions, 

consisted of only four participants, and they performed well in terms of both baseline mark 

and final mark. The groups that did attend one or two academic advising interventions 

also performed well in terms of baseline mark and final mark. Likewise, the results for 

tutorials attended (0-4 and 5-8 tutorials) also reveal consistent good results. It could be 

concluded that the lack of differences detected in the results for Accounting for Personnel 

Practitioners could be attributed to the consistent attendance of both academic advising 

interventions and tutorials.  
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4.6.2  Business Management  

 

For Business Management, a significant difference (p = 0) was found for both baseline 

marks and final marks based on attendance of academic advising interventions, as 

indicted in Table 4.19 with p-values of 0. 

 

Table 4.19: Baseline and final marks for Business Management, based on 

attendance of academic advising interventions 

ANOVA RESULTS 

Business Management Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean 

Square 

F Sig. 

Baseline 

mark 

Between 

Groups 

6957.921 2 3478.961 12.413 0 

Within 

Groups 

10650.079 38 280.265 

Total 17608 40 
 

Final mark Between 

Groups 

5488.466 2 2744.233 24.982 0 

Within 

Groups 

4174.314 38 109.85 

Total 9662.78 40 
 

 

Table 4.20 indicates the Tukey HSD results, which indicate between which groups the 

differences lie.  

 

Table 4.20: Tukey’s HSD results for Business Management 

Goal Setting 

& Academic 

Writing 

Goal Setting 

& Academic 

Writing 

Mean 

difference 

Std. 

Error 

Sig. 95% Confidence 

Interval 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

0 1 -28.821* 6.586 0 -44.88 -12.76 

2 -28.450* 6.484 0 -44.26 -12.64 

1 0 28.821* 6.586 0 12.76 44.88 

2 0.371 6.221 0.998 -14.8 15.54 

2 0 28.450* 6.484 0 12.64 44.26 

1 -0.371 6.221 0.998 -15.54 14.8 
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The Tukey HSD results show that the differences lie between the groups that attended 

one or two interventions, and the group that attended no interventions. To understand the 

differences better, the descriptive statistics for these groups are perused. The descriptive 

statistics are presented in Table 4.21. 

 

Table 4.21: Descriptive statistics for groups that attended none, one and two 

academic advising interventions and results for Business Management 

  N Mean SD St error 95% 

confidence 

Min Max 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Baseline 0 12 45.75 21.201 6.12 32.28 59.22 12 73 

1 14 74.57 14.02 3.747 66.48 82.67 51 93 

2 15 74.2 15.001 3.873 65.89 82.51 48 100 

Total 41 66 20.981 3.277 59.38 72.62 12 100 

Final 

mark 

0 12 45.17 14.69 4.241 35.83 54.5 22 71 

1 14 69.14 6.311 1.687 65.5 72.79 59 80 

2 15 71.73 9.573 2.472 66.43 77.03 53 86 

Total 41 63.07 15.543 2.427 58.17 67.98 22 86 

 

It is evident that the groups that attended no academic advising interventions obtained the 

lowest baseline mark (mean 45.75) and final mark (45.17). Those that attended one or 

two academic advising interventions obtained 74.57 (one intervention) and 69.14 (two 

interventions) for the baseline mark, and 74.2 (one intervention) and 71.73 (two 

interventions) for the final mark. What should be noted in these results is that the group 

that needed academic advising interventions the most due to low baseline marks, were 

also least likely to attend these interventions and most likely to fail the module.  

 

4.6.3 Personnel Management  

 

Table 4.22 below contains the baseline and final marks, based on attendance of academic 

advising interventions for Personnel Management. 
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Table 4.22: Baseline and final marks for Personnel Management, based on 

attendance of academic advising interventions 

 

For Personnel Management, a significant difference (p = 0) was found for both baseline 

marks and final marks based on attendance of academic advising interventions, as 

indicted in Table 4.22, with p-values of 0. 

 

Table 4.23: Tukey HSD results for Personnel Management 

 

 

 

 

Personnel Management Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean 

Square 

F Sig. 

Baseline 

mark 

Between Groups 3089.274 2 1544.637 14.256 0 

Within Groups 4117.214 38 108.348 

Total 7206.488 40 
 

Final 

mark  

Between Groups 4505.427 2 2252.713 14.791 0 

Within Groups 5787.695 38 152.308 

Total 10293.122 40 
 

Goal 

Setting & 

Academic 

Writing 

Goal 

Setting & 

Academic 

Writing 

Mean 

diff. 

Std. 

Error 

Sig. Goal 

Setting & 

Academic 

Writing 

95% 

confidence 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Baseline 

marks 

0 1 -15.690* 4.095 0.001 -25.68 -5.7 

2 -21.000* 4.031 0 -30.83 -11.17 

1 0 15.690* 4.095 0.001 5.7 25.68 

2 -5.31 3.868 0.365 -14.74 4.12 

2 0 21.000* 4.031 0 11.17 30.83 

1 5.31 3.868 0.365 -4.12 14.74 

Final mark  0 1 -19.238* 4.855 0.001 -31.08 -7.4 

2 -25.267* 4.78 0 -36.92 -13.61 

1 0 19.238* 4.855 0.001 7.4 31.08 

2 -6.029 4.586 0.396 -17.21 5.16 

2 0 25.267* 4.78 0 13.61 36.92 

1 6.029 4.586 0.396 -5.16 17.21 
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From Table 4.23, it is evident that the changes lie between groups that attended no, one 

and two academic advising interventions.   

 

To analyse the differences more precisely, the descriptive statistics are consulted in Table 

4.24. 

 

Table 4.24: Descriptive statistics for groups that attended none, one and two 

academic advising interventions and results for Personnel Management 

Personnel 

Management 

N Mean SD Std. 

Error 

95% Confidence 

Interval for Mean 

Min Max 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Baseline 

mark 

0 12 41.67 8.489 2.451 36.27 47.06 29 61 

1 14 57.36 9.12 2.437 52.09 62.62 42 72 

2 15 62.67 12.659 3.268 55.66 69.68 37 83 

Total 41 54.71 13.422 2.096 50.47 58.94 29 83 

Final mark  0 12 36.33 15.75 4.547 26.33 46.34 20 73 

1 14 55.57 7.842 2.096 51.04 60.1 41 72 

2 15 61.6 12.704 3.28 54.56 68.64 34 82 

Total 41 52.15 16.041 2.505 47.08 57.21 20 82 

 

It is evident that the group that did not attend any academic advising interventions had the 

lowest baseline mark (41.67), followed by the group that attended one intervention 

(57.36), followed by the group that attended two interventions (62.67). The same applied 

to the final mark. The group that did not attend any academic advising interventions had 

the lowest final mark (36.33), followed by the group that attended one intervention (55.57), 

followed by the group that attended two interventions (61.6). It is noted that the group that 

needed academic interventions the most were least likely to attend. It is also noted that 

the marks for Personnel Management progressively improved with the attendance of 

academic advising interventions.  

 

The afore-mentioned can be positively linked to student engagement as engagement is 

widely understood as a useful representative for academic success, persistence and 

retention (Schreiber & Yu, 2016). It is suggested that the above results representing 
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academic advising interventions therefore correlate with research conducted on student 

engagement highlighting that institutional ‘high impact practices’ are academic encounters 

making notable differences in student persistence, learning outcomes and student 

success (Kuh, 2009; Strydom, 2014; Schreiber & Yu, 2016). With specific reference to 

this study, the ‘high impact practices’ refer to academic interventions in this regard. 

 

4.7  CONCLUSION  

 
In this chapter, the statistical analysis and interpretation of the results of the empirical 

study were presented and discussed. The quantitative research findings were 

summarised and reflected upon in a comprehensive fashion.  

 

In Chapter 5, a summary of the conclusions, limitations and recommendations based on 

the findings of the empirical study will be presented and discussed. 
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     CHAPTER 5 

  SUMMARY, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

5.1  INTRODUCTION 

 

In this chapter, a summarised overview of the study is provided with particular reference 

to the extent to which the primary and secondary objectives were addressed. The 

challenges and limitations of the study are identified, and final conclusions are drawn. 

Moreover, recommendations pertaining to the study are introduced in addition to 

suggestions for future research on this topic.  

 

5.2  SUMMARY OF THE STUDY 

 

In combining all of the components of this study, the primary and secondary objectives 

are reiterated to facilitate a clear understanding of the steps followed to address these 

objectives. The key findings associated with each of the objectives are accentuated to 

enable a clear discussion of the process. The primary and secondary objectives are 

subsequently outlined. 

 

Research objective 1: 

The primary aim of this research study was to investigate the impact of academic 

interventions on the Diploma in HRM and the Diploma in HRM (Extended) students’ 

academic performance at Nelson Mandela University. This research objective was 

attained by comparing the baseline performance of students with their final performance 

levels and determining whether attending academic interventions improved performance.   

 

Research objective 2: 

A secondary objective of this study was to investigate whether the relationship between 

participation in academic interventions and academic success was moderated by whether 

students were admitted to the Diploma in HRM or the Diploma in HRM (Extended) 

Programme. 
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The first section of this study entailed completing a literature review to outline the nature 

of academic interventions and their influence on academic performance. This exploration 

involved a thorough analysis of the various factors impacting academic success, 

particularly focussing on student preparedness, student readiness, student engagement 

and academic support interventions. 

 

The following hypothesis was formulated: 

Hypothesis 1: Participation in academic interventions influence the academic success of 

students. 

 

This hypothesis was addressed in Chapter 4 by analysing the relationship between 

academic interventions and academic success with relation to three modules, namely 

Business Management, Personnel Management and Accounting for Personnel 

Practitioners.  

 

5.3  SUMMARY OF RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

 

A summary of the results is presented with a description of the sample in terms of numbers 

and attendance of academic interventions, the descriptive analysis of baseline marks and 

final marks followed by the inferential analysis to address the main research questions 

and hypothesis.   

 

5.3.1  Description of the sample  

 

In Chapter 4, a description of the sample was presented. Forty-four HRM students 

registered in 2018 for the modules of Business Management, Personnel Management and 

Accounting for Personnel Practitioners gave consent for their academic data to be used 

in the study. The majority of the participants (74%) included in the sample were registered 

for the Diploma in HRM programme in comparison to those who were registered for the 

Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programme. The participants were registered for at least one 

of the modules investigated in the study, but not necessarily for all three. As stipulated in 

the literature review in Chapter 2, the purpose of the extended qualification is to 
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accommodate students who do not meet the minimum admission criteria. The aim of the 

extended curriculum is to provide them with the necessary academic foundation to 

successfully complete their studies (CHE, 2013).  

 

From the results presented on the attendance of academic advising interventions (Figure 

4.2), an encouraging finding was that 71% of the participants attended at least one of the 

two academic advising interventions which covered goal setting and academic writing.  

 

In addition, a further uplifting finding was that 85% of the participants attended at least 

one of the Accounting for Personnel Practitioners interventions, whilst 69% of the 

participants attended the Personnel Management intervention. While only one tutorial for 

Personnel Management was included in this study, eight tutorials were presented for 

Accounting for Personnel Practitioners. From the literature review in Chapter 2, it can be 

valuable to compare readiness levels of students entering university to the profile of a 

successful student. This comparison can identify a gap that students may have in relation 

to readiness so that appropriate academic support interventions can be introduced. It can 

therefore be deduced that the above-mentioned tutorials were tailor-made to provide the 

necessary academic support ensuring that students are adequately prepared for module 

assessments and examinations.  

 

The promising afore-mentioned findings on tutorial attendance provide good indication 

that the majority of students are investing in their own academic success by attending 

academic support provided by the university. It can therefore be inferred that they are 

actively engaged in their academic activities. Trowler (2010, p.1) contends this by 

suggesting that there is much evidence to suggest a strong correlation between student 

involvement in educationally purposive activities and student success and development.  

 

5.3.2  Descriptive statistics  

 

A descriptive presentation and analysis of the findings were made. A comparison of the 

descriptive statistics for the baseline marks and final marks for the modules of Business 

Management, Accounting for Personnel Practitioners and Personnel Management were 
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conducted. It was revealed that the participants all performed better in the baseline mark 

in comparison to the final mark for all three of the modules. This was not a surprising result 

as students generally obtained better marks for assessments throughout the year 

compared to their final assessments. 

 

It was also found that the marks for Accounting for Personnel Practitioners final mark 

(Table 4.3) averaged substantially higher in relation to Business Management (Table 4.2) 

and Personnel Management (Table 4.4). This result could be linked to the above-

mentioned finding related to the high attendance of academic interventions and the fact 

that more support was provided for students in Accounting for Personnel Practitioners. 

The provision of academic support can enhance student engagement by creating a more 

conducive and less challenging environment (Tinto, 1987). 

 

5.3.3  Inferential statistics 

 

Inferential statistics (independent paired t-tests and Cohen’s d) were performed to 

compare the baseline and final marks based on registration status, namely whether 

participants were registered for the diploma or extended diploma programme. An analysis 

of these findings revealed that a significant difference was detected for the comparison of 

both the baseline and final marks for participants in the diploma and extended diploma 

programmes for the modules of Business Management and Personnel Management.   

The findings suggested that the diploma students performed better than the extended 

diploma students and also had a better pass rate. Accounting for Personnel Practitioners 

is excluded from this discussion since the sample representation for the extended 

programme was too simple.  

 

The most obvious reason for this was that the extended diploma students did enter tertiary 

education being academically less prepared, if this observation is based on the entry 

requirements. It can therefore be concluded that the extended diploma students were 

academically less prepared and required more academic intervention support as 

suggested by Tinto (1987). However, other observations in this respect can also be made.  
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From the above-mentioned findings it could also perhaps be concluded that the extended 

diploma students may become complacent given the fact that they have an extended 

curriculum, which is directly linked to student retention (Tinto, 1975). Moreover, the low 

pass rate of the extended diploma students can be due to work and/or other commitments 

related to family which may have limited study preparation time and effort. However, one 

could reason that the same could apply to students not on the extended programme.  

 

Spearman’s Correlation Coefficient was used to explore if a relationship existed between 

attendance of academic advising interventions, attendance of tutorials for the three 

modules and mark differences for all of the modules. Therefore indicating whether those 

who attended academic advising interventions were more likely to attend tutorials and 

more likely to experience a mark difference. The findings revealed a relationship between 

attendance of the Personnel Management tutorials and attendance of the academic 

advising interventions, but not a relationship between attendance of academic advising 

interventions and attendance of tutorials for the Accounting for Personnel Practitioners 

module. In addition, no relationship was found in terms of attendance of interventions and 

mark differences. The findings suggest that if the students were likely to attend one 

intervention, for example a Personnel Management tutorial, they were more likely to 

attend another intervention, for instance an academic advising tutorial. This result can be 

linked to student engagement highlighting that academic encounters make notable 

differences in student persistence, learning outcomes and student success (Kuh, 2009; 

Strydom, 2014; Schreiber & Yu, 2016). Considering that the descriptive results revealed 

that the final marks were actually lower the baseline marks, the results were not surprising 

in terms of mark differences.  

 

To explore further, an analysis was done on the association between attendance of 

academic advising interventions and pass/failure rates. For this purpose, cross-tabulation 

with chi-square calculations were used to demonstrate the joint distribution of two 

categorical variables: pass/fail versus attendance of academic advising interventions. A 

significant relationship was revealed between the attendance of academic advising 

interventions and the passing of Business Management and Personnel Management 

modules. This result suggested that the majority of the participants who attended the 
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academic advising interventions were the ones passing these two modules. This finding 

can once again be directly linked to student engagement and motivation which 

incorporates students voluntarily participating in academic activities with desired 

outcomes of passing and progressing to the next year of study (Krause, 2005; Chen et 

al., 2008). Further analysis revealed that the tutorial presented for Personnel Management 

did not have any effect on pass and failure rates for this module.  

 

Lastly, ANOVAs were utilised to analyse the results based on the number of academic 

advising interventions attended. The participants attended either none, one or two 

academic advising interventions.  In terms of Accounting for Personnel Practioners, 

participants could have attended eight tutorials. 

 

For Accounting for Personnel Practitioners, differences were identified in terms of 

attendance of academic advising interventions, baseline marks and final marks but these 

differences were not found to be significant. For this module, active attendance of both 

academic advising interventions and module tutorials were noted, as well as good pass 

rates. The conclusion is drawn that due to interventions being well attended and good 

pass rates, no distinct groups could be identified and therefore differences could not be 

detected. The module provides a good example of participants being engaged and 

obtaining good baseline and good final marks/results. 

 

For Business Management, results from exploring differences in terms of attendance of 

academic advising interventions, baseline marks and final marks all indicated that 

participants who obtained the worst marks were those who did not attend any 

interventions. In essence, it can be deduced that the participants who needed academic 

advising interventions the most, were the least likely to attend interventions and the mostly 

likely to fail the module. Therefore, the importance of attending academic interventions 

are emphasised. This statement is also justified by the noticeable link between the 

attendance of academic interventions and pass rates. 

 

For Personnel Management, the results also displayed that participants who needed 

academic interventions the most, were least likely to attend. However, it is also conferred 
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from the results that the marks for Personnel Management progressively improved with 

the attendance of academic advising interventions. This result can perhaps be positively 

linked to motivation. Academic support interventions are regarded as a tool specifically 

aimed at engaging students by increasing their motivation to work hard and succeed 

(Chickering & Kuh, 2005). The above-mentioned finding can be considered a great 

motivating factor for many students if they realise that their marks could improve by 

attending academic interventions and module tutorials. As such, they are likely to be 

motivated to continue this activity with the aim of graduating upon completion of all of their 

modules.   

 

5.4  RECOMMENDATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH AREAS 

 

The objectives of this study were to analyse the influence of academic interventions on 

academic performance and make recommendations to academic staff and other role 

players, emphasizing the importance of academic support interventions and the significant 

role these play in overall student success. In the literature overview, academic 

performance was outlined in terms of a few outstanding variables, namely student 

preparedness, student engagement, student retention and academic support. When 

reflecting on the challenges faced in the South African higher educational context, it is 

evident that the development and implementation of academic support programmes are 

important. The programmes are aimed at providing quality learning and teaching and 

counteracting declining success rates. In addition, there is a need to transform how 

massification of higher education takes place to address the challenges of diverse student 

profiles, dropout rates and low throughput rates.  

 

The following recommendations resulted from the literature review. 

• Provision must be made in terms of language of instruction by implementing more 

languages as mediums of instruction. This can provide students with equal 

opportunities for completing all academic activities, including assessments and 

presentations. 



93 
 

• Academic development and student support should be promoted by fostering 

conditions for learning with a safe and secure campus learning environment. This 

must incorporate supportive, knowledgeable and experienced subject lecturers, as 

well as the use of tutorials and opportunities for active engagement with course 

content. The afore-mentioned is likely to set a productive learning environment, 

supplementing students to progress academically. Provided that tutorials are only 

offered for certain modules, it is suggested that similar academic interventions are 

incorporated into all programmes offered by higher education institutions for 

students who are struggling. 

• Students who may be at risk must be more actively enrolled for tutorials and tutorial 

sessions must be implemented for all subject disciplines in the HRM programme to 

create a system where student progress can be monitored per module and 

alternative practices for improving academic performance can be explored. 

• Financial challenges experienced by students must be considered. Factors such 

as student housing and the provision of meals impact student engagement and 

retention, and such factors could be illuminated to enhance student success. 

• It must be noted that student engagement also involves students being more 

involved with the university community which includes various university social 

activities that enable students to interact with their fellow university community. 

This creates opportunities for both institutional and interpersonal support systems 

to be formed, enriching the campus-life experience. These social activities should 

be accessible to all campuses of the Nelson Mandela University to foster success 

and a sense of connection with the university. 

• Safe and reliable transportation must be provided to students who live far from the 

university so that they are not excluded from attending academic and social 

interventions. 

• Blended teaching and learning approaches must be made more prominent by 

engaging in learning through electronic mediums of technology in terms of lecture 

venues, ICT infrastructure and support provided by the university to enhance the 

student learning experience. 
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• Those students who do not have access to resources such as the internet and 

computers need to be catered for in terms of extended library hours, access to 

computer labs and other facilities at the university that provide the required 

resources. 

 

Specific recommendations for future research include: 

• A study can be conducted to identify students’ perceptions of academic intervention 

support by exploring how effective they deem tutorials to be and what content or 

structural changes could be adopted to increase effectiveness of these 

interventions.  In addition, perceptions in terms of the number of interventions 

provided and the flexibility thereof should also be explored so that these 

interventions do not clash with other academic commitments such as tests and 

assignments. 

• A study can be conducted on how students who do not speak English as their first 

language experience learning in a different language, whether they feel that 

learning in another language negatively affects their performance and how the 

university can make provision for these students. 

• A study can be conducted on how students utilise and respond to blended learning 

approaches both on and off campus by utilising relevant content and exploring how 

different methods of teaching and learning can enhance their overall learning 

experience. 

• A study can be conducted to identify student preferences for learning spaces 

provided by Nelson Mandela University. This can determine how the provision of 

learning spaces can enhance student learning experiences by examining study 

spaces, technology, resources, suitable lecture venues and areas that make 

provision for interaction which contribute to overall learning experiences. 

 

5.5  PROBLEMS AND LIMITATIONS 

 

The problems and limitations experienced in the study are outlined below.  
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5.5.1  Limited sample groups 

 

The total number of participants who responded was 44. It appears that many of the 

students who were approached did not want to participate in the study as they were 

perhaps of the opinion that their marks and/or identifying information could have been 

exposed, even with assurances and a consent letter provided. Due to a limited response 

rate, the overall variability of the sample results may have been affected. Despite this 

limitation, meaningful inferences could be made from the results.  

 

5.5.2  Generalisation of results 

 

The sample consisted of Diploma in HRM and Diploma in HRM (Extended) Programme 

students registered for Business Management, Personnel Management and Accounting 

for Personnel Practitioners. The results of the study are thus limited to these modules and 

can subsequently not be generalised to similar student groupings in other departments, 

to other courses offered at Nelson Mandela University or to any other higher leaning 

institution.   

 

5.6  CONCLUSION 

 

Higher education institutions and their staff work tirelessly to continue to improve facilities 

and services aimed at enhancing academic success. Curricula and support offered by 

these institutions are constantly reviewed and updated to provide an adequate standard 

of education to produce well-equipped graduates for the global workplace. With all of the 

above-mentioned facilities made available to enhance the student learning experience 

and promote engagement, it is also up to the student to use effort in their university 

activities and create a successful university journey for themselves.  

 

It was evident from the literature and results provided by the study that academic 

interventions indeed have a positive influence on student behaviour and student academic 

progress. It appears that when a student attends one intervention, they are further 

motivated to attend another which is admirable in terms of retaining students and student 
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engagement. It is therefore important for students to remain knowledgeable and make 

enquiries with academic staff regarding the academic support provided to improve their 

own academic performance. 
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APPENDIX 1 – CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN STUDY 

 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY 

 

I, __________________ (student name and number), confirm that the person asking my 

consent to take part in this research has informed me about the nature, procedure, 

potential benefits and anticipated inconvenience of participation.  

 

I have read the participant information sheet and understand the content.   

 

I have had sufficient opportunity to ask questions and I am prepared to participate in the 

study.  

 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time 

without penalty (if applicable). 

 

I am aware that the findings of this study will be processed into a research report, or a 

journal publication and/or conference proceeding paper, but that my participation will be 

kept confidential. I understand that I will be allocated a number to protect my personal 

identity.  

 

I agree to my academic results being used as part of a set of data without my personal 

details being revealed.  

 

I have received a signed copy of the informed consent agreement. 
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Participant Name and Surname: __________________________________ (please print) 

 

 

Participant Signature: ____________________________     Date: __________________ 

 

Researcher’s Name and Surname: ________________________________ (please print) 

 

 

Researcher’s signature: ________________________     Date: ____________________ 


