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ABSTRACT
The transition into higher education is a challenging process for many students. Students are often 
underprepared academically (amongst other aspects). This under-preparedness influences students’ 
subsequent academic performance, and ultimately, overall student success. Research has shown that 
successful student transition into higher education can set the foundation for success at university. 
A transition programme (Step-Up) was offered to Bachelor of Commerce students before the start 
of the first semester to better prepare students academically and assist with the transition into 
higher education. The causal-comparative research design that was adopted demonstrated that in 
their first semester, the students who attended the transition programme consistently performed 
better academically than those who did not. Transition programmes can be a valuable form of early 
academic intervention that can and should be employed to cultivate student success and furthermore 
enable students to feel more prepared for higher education.

OPSOMMING
Die oorgang na hoër onderwys is ‘n uitdagende proses vir baie studente. Studente is dikwels 
(onder andere) akademies ondervoorbereid. Hierdie onvoorbereidheid beïnvloed die studente se 
daaropvolgende akademiese prestasie, en ook uiteindelike algehele studentesukses. Dit is egter 
bewys dat suksesvolle studente-oorgang na hoër onderwys die grondslag vir sukses op universiteit 
kan lê. ‘n Oorgangsprogram (Step-Up) is voor die aanvang van die eerste semester aan BCom studente 
aangebied om hulle sodoende beter voor te berei vir universiteit, asook om te help met die oorgang 
na hoër onderwys. Die oorsaaklike-vergelykende navorsingsontwerp wat aangeneem is, het getoon 
dat studente wat die oorgangsprogram bygewoon het, deurlopend akademies beter presteer het 
as diegene wat dit nie bygewoon het nie. Oorgangsprogramme kan ‘n waardevolle vorm van vroeë 
akademiese intervensie wees wat aangewend kan en behoort te word om studentesukses te kweek 
en studente verder in staat te stel om meer voorbereid vir hoër onderwys te voel.
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Introduction 
For many students, the transition to higher education is a challenging process (Pownall 
et al., 2022; Thomas, 2011; Van Herpen et al., 2020; Wollscheid et al., 2021). Successful 
student transition into higher education can set the foundation for success at university 
(Hassel & Ridout, 2018; Thomas, 2011). Higher education is both a new and different 
learning environment; students need to build new relationships with peers and lecturers 
and might need to redefine their learner identities and develop independent working 
skills (Van Herpen et al., 2020; Wollscheid et al., 2021). Literature demonstrates that 
there continues to be a gap between students’ expectations of higher education and 
their experiences in higher education (Hassel & Ridout, 2018; Tate & Hopkins, 2013; 
Thomas, 2011; Van Herpen et al., 2020). First-year undergraduate students often 
struggle to adapt to the academic expectations of higher education and may have 
difficulties grappling with the structure, independence, and content of university-level 
learning (Pownall et al., 2022). These first-year students may also struggle with a sense 
of belonging and the shift in identity that they often experience when entering university 
(Van Herpen et al., 2020). 

Pre-tertiary teaching and learning experiences often form the foundation for 
expectations about tertiary education and can assist in providing students with a sense 
of capability and belonging (Hassel & Ridout, 2018; Van Herpen et al., 2020). Even with 
pre-tertiary experiences providing the opportunity to foster a sense of capability about 
higher education, in reality, students are often underprepared academically to enter 
higher education (Hassel & Ridout, 2018; Van Herpen et al., 2020), even though they 
may meet the entrance requirements for higher education. Insufficient student support, 
inequality in the schooling system (specifically in South Africa), insufficient support for 
academic and social adjustment were some of the reasons identified by the Department 
of Higher Education and Training (2020) that affected students in their transition to 
tertiary education and subsequent academic performance. According to Lombard 
(2020), there is considerable evidence that current preparation at the school level, 
particularly in South Africa, is inadequate in ensuring a successful transition from high 
school to higher education. A significant number of students find the transition difficult 
or lack the necessary skills and motivation to succeed in higher education (Joynt, 2018; 
Lombard, 2020; Nel et al., 2009).  

Underprepared students entering higher education is not a new issue (and not 
unique to South Africa). It has remained a longstanding challenge that continues to 
demand attention (Hassel & Ridout, 2018; Mungal & Cloete, 2016; Nelson et al., 2012). 
Higher education institutions have a part to play in assisting first-year students build 
the academic competencies necessary on entering higher education (Kift et al., 2010; 
Nel et al., 2009; Van Herpen et al., 2020). Development education, preparatory studies, 
learning assistance, basic skills programmes, and academic support programmes are 
some of the suggested interventions that can help students successfully transition 
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into higher education (Kift et al., 2010; Nel et al., 2009; Van Herpen et al., 2020). It is 
imperative for both institutional and student success that higher education institutions 
support students to successfully transition into higher education (Coertjens et al., 2017; 
Gale & Parker, 2014). This successful transition can partly be achieved through the 
implementation of initiatives such as transition programmes. To facilitate healthy and 
productive transitions into higher education, students should also be provided with the 
opportunity to actively participate in their transition experiences (Pownall et al., 2022; 
Richardson & Tate, 2012). The literature cited above demonstrates that students often 
struggle with the transition to higher education and therefore often struggle to adapt to 
their first year of study. 

It is argued in this study  that transition programmes can assist to prepare 
students more effectively for higher education. Additionally, transition programmes 
can be regarded as a form of early academic intervention, if it enables students 
to be academically better prepared and subsequently lead to increased academic 
performance. This study, therefore, contributes to the knowledge regarding the 
effectiveness of student transition programmes, as a form of early academic intervention, 
on the subsequent academic performance of the students.

Given the problem discussed above, the following research question guided the 
present study: Does attending a transition programme affect the academic results of 
first-year BCom students at a private higher education institution?

Literature review
Transition into higher education 

Higher education institutions should assist students entering higher education with the 
transition into higher education (Kift et al., 2010; Nel et al., 2009; Van Herpen et al., 
2020), as an effective transition could assist student success. Student retention can be 
promoted through the implementation of support systems that foster environments 
that promote student success (Ferris, 2018; Tinto, 2006). Tinto (2006) argues that higher 
education institutions should aim to help students continue with their studies to enable 
student success.  As discussed above, one way that institutions can provide students with 
support systems is through the adoption of transition programmes (Joynt, 2018). One of 
the main threats to student retention is academic failure, which can result from various 
factors, including under-preparedness (Council on Higher Education, 2013). Although 
it can be a challenging phenomenon to mitigate (Joynt, 2018), under-preparedness 
can be addressed through the implementation of transition programmes (Joynt, 2018; 
Nel et al., 2009). During the transition from high school to tertiary education, students 
need support to navigate the processes of separation, transition and incorporation 
(Tinto, 1988). Tinto (1988) further recommends that this engagement with students 
should happen within the first six weeks of the start of the first year, for them to receive 
maximum benefit from such support. 

The transition process into higher education comprises four phases (Clercq et 
al., 2018; Coertjens et al., 2017; Nicholson, 1990). These are preparation, encounter, 
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adjustment and stabilisation. During the preparation phase, students think about 
and decide on their chosen qualification and where to enrol. Students who are 
accepted to study then enter the encounter phase, where they are exposed to a new 
learning environment and a different academic culture (Van Herpen et al., 2020). The 
encounter phase usually takes place during the first few weeks at university and often 
requires students to deal with the friction between their perceptions and their current 
experiences, and the subsequent formation of their identities as university students (Van 
Herpen et al., 2020). Furthermore, they are likely to struggle with the ability to navigate 
the demands and opportunities higher education presents (Coertjens et al., 2017; Gale 
& Parker, 2014). The adjustment phase occurs when students gradually adjust their 
attitudes and behaviours during the first year. Finally, when students demonstrate 
the behaviours and attitudes necessary for obtaining satisfying social and successful 
academic outcomes, the stabilisation phase occurs (Christie et al., 2016). 

The present study investigated the effect of an intervention that occurred between 
the preparation and encounter phases of the transition into higher education. As 
illustrated above, this is a vulnerable and unstable time for students, but it also presents 
a window of opportunity, as students are open to learning and taking on new learning 
patterns and behaviour and defining their learner identities (Van Herpen et al., 2020). If 
transition programmes have the ability to assist students in achieving better academic 
results (or at least enabling students to be more academically prepared for higher 
education), they can be considered as a form of early academic intervention that 
ultimately enables and promotes higher levels of student success and retention in higher 
education. 

Early academic interventions 
Tinto (2014) argues that if access is given to higher education, the responsibility, or 
even obligation, rests with the institution to do everything in its power to ensure that 
the student gets the necessary support to be successful in their studies. This underlines 
the need to implement effective interventions that will assist and improve student 
success (van Zyl et al., 2020). Interventions within higher education institutions can 
exist for various motives, including behavioural, financial, personal and academic 
reasons (Campbell & Hussey, 2015). Interventions in higher education can broadly be 
categorised as non-academic and academic (Braun & Drew Sellers, 2012; Flinchbaugh 
et al., 2012). Non-academic interventions are typically centred around generic skills or 
motivational techniques. Academic interventions on the other hand aim to address an 
academic deficiency: either filling gaps in inadequate prior knowledge or attempting to 
prepare students for future academic endeavours (Joynt, 2018). Academic interventions 
are primarily directed towards improving student academic performance (Campbell & 
Hussey, 2015). Academic interventions can vary in duration and timing (i.e. when the 
intervention takes place): before, during or as extended-term interventions (Joynt, 
2018). For the present study, the intervention was implemented during the transition 
phase into higher education and aligns with Tinto’s (1988) recommendation about 
engaging students within the first six weeks of their first year in higher education. 
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Studies done in the fields of accounting (Jones & Fields, 2001; Joynt, 2022) and micro-
economics (Campbell & Hussey, 2015; Smith & Ranchhod, 2012)  have illustrated a 
positive association between attending an intervention and subsequent academic 
performance. 

This suggests that if potentially underprepared students have been identified and 
an intervention is effective, offering an early academic intervention can be a proactive 
solution to addressing under-preparedness (Ferris, 2018; Joynt, 2018). This type of 
intervention can be defined as an academic activity in addition to the main curriculum, 
aiming to prepare students to be better equipped for survival in the mainstream 
curriculum by providing support before the introduction of the mainstream curriculum 
(Maphosa, 2014). The present study investigated a transition programme (referred to 
as the Step-Up programme) that was offered on a voluntary participation basis to all 
first-year Bachelor of Commerce students before the start of their first semester at a 
campus of a multi-campus private higher education institution in South Africa. Since 
all students met the entrance requirements for a Bachelor of Commerce degree, and 
Step-Up was offered during the transition phase into higher education, the intervention 
was not regarded as a bridging course or ‘boot camp’ (Jackson, 2014) or a requirement 
to gain access to further studies. The rationale behind the Step-Up transition programme 
(discussed below) is to better prepare students academically (amongst other aspects of 
development), and the current study argues  that if the attendance of Step-Up produced 
better academic results, then it could be regarded as a (valuable) early academic 
intervention. 

The Step-Up transition programme 
The Step-Up transition programme aims to address the shift between secondary school 
and higher education. Transition programmes have proven to help students connect to 
peers and lecturers, feel at home in higher education, and perform better academically 
(Thomas, 2011; Van Herpen et al., 2020). However, it is suggested that the extent to 
which transition programmes affected academic performance varied according to the 
type of programme, the measures adopted, and the group characteristics (Porter & 
Swing, 2006; Cabrera et al., 2013). The focus of the Step-Up programme was to better 
prepare students academically by introducing students to various topics dealt with in 
three of the key modules of the first semester of study, and at the same time, prepare 
the students more effectively for tertiary education generally. 

First-year Bachelor of Commerce students were provided with the opportunity of 
registering for and attending Step-Up sessions for two weeks before the start of the 
first semester. The modules presented were Business Management, Economics, and 
Accounting (traditionally challenging modules for first-year students). Each module 
was presented by an experienced first-year lecturer, with lecturing material that 
was developed and adapted from the prescribed materials for the various modules. 
Lectures took place in the mornings with two-hour time slots per module, with a total 
of between ten and fourteen hours per module during the two weeks. The aim of the 
Step-Up programme was to deal with the basic concepts and principles of each of these 



Journal of Student Affairs in Africa, 12(1), 69–82 
DOI: 10.24085/jsaa.v12i1.4710 | ISSN 2307-6267 | www.jsaa.ac.za74

modules and serve as an introduction to the formal academic work that would be dealt 
with in the first semester. Many of the concepts taught in the Step-Up programme are 
introduced at secondary school level, however, many Bachelor of Commerce students do 
not necessarily complete these modules at secondary school level.2 Therefore, there is 
often very little foundational knowledge for students to refer to when these modules are 
taught during the semester. The Step-Up programme aims to address this ‘foundational 
knowledge problem’ by introducing some of these concepts before they are covered in 
detail during the semester as part of the formal curriculum. Step-Up furthermore aims 
to assist with the successful academic transition to higher education by making students 
comfortable with the notion of higher education, the expectations and responsibilities 
of students, attending lectures, and how work is taught. 

It is hoped that the experience and the knowledge that students gain during 
these two weeks will help them (amongst other areas of holistic development) to be 
better prepared academically for higher education, which may subsequently lead to 
better academic performance during the semester. Various studies found that student 
transition programmes were an example of good practice, applicable to a variety of 
learning contexts and that the positive results from such transition programmes are 
sustained for at least 12 months, positively influencing student retention (Nelson et 
al., 2012), shaping students’ expectations and preparing them academically for the 
transition into higher education (Joynt, 2022; Mungal & Cloete, 2016; Thomas, 2011).

Methodology
A causal-comparative research design was adopted for this study. A causal-comparative 
study aims to explore and identify relationships between attending the intervention 
(Step-Up) and the first-semester academic results (Salkind, 2010; Terre Blanche et al., 
2006; Tudor, 2018) to determine reasons for the current status of the phenomenon 
under study (Johnson, 2000; Salkind, 2010). Causal-comparative studies are also 
referred to as ex post facto research as the study is done retrospectively because the 
event or intervention already occurred (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Johnson, 2000; 
Tudor, 2018). Causal-comparative studies investigate whether individuals in one group 
are different in one or more characteristics than the individuals in another group (Morris 
& Wester, 2018). 

The aim of this study was to determine the effect of the Step-Up transition 
programme on a group of students by comparing the academic results of the students 
who chose to attend the programme with the results of those who did not attend the 
programme (Salkind, 2010). This causal-comparative study cannot state that a true 
cause-and-effect relationship exists between attending Step-Up and first-semester 
academic results (as many factors can potentially influence academic performance), 
but it does provide insight into what may have caused a difference to occur (or not) and 

2	 Completing Business Management, Economics and Accounting at secondary school level is not included 
among the entrance requirements for a Bachelor of Commerce degree at the institution in which the study 
was conducted.
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provides an answer when investigating the possible differences between the control and 
experiment groups (Salkind, 2010). 

It is also relevant to note that groups being compared in causal-comparative research 
studies are already formed (Johnson, 2000; Morris & Wester, 2018), the researchers 
have no control over who is placed in the control and experimental groups, therefore 
sampling is not completely random (Salkind, 2010), and results cannot be generalized. 
As the semester results of both the control and experimental groups were available, no 
sampling was done: the complete datasets of the two groups were compared. Using the 
complete datasets of the groups contributes to strengthening the validity and reliability 
of the results of the study. Matching was furthermore adopted to strengthen validity by 
comparing the results at various assessment points, and module by module, instead of 
just the overall averages of all three modules (Salkind, 2010; Terre Blanche et al., 2006).

Causal-comparative studies present certain limitations, and these relate to this 
study in the following manner: the research took place ex post facto, therefore the team 
could not manipulate the implementation of the Step-Up programme (Salkind, 2010). 
There could be other factors that influence the academic performance of students, 
such as the lecturer, class attendance, support for students at home, adapting to higher 
education in general and so on, therefore it can never be certain that attending Step-Up 
is the cause of better academic results  (Salkind, 2010). A counter-argument to this could 
be that both the attending group and the non-attending group would be exposed to 
these other factors in equal measure.

Data collection
The population for this study was first-year students enrolled for a Bachelor of 
Commerce degree at a private higher education institution in South Africa. As discussed 
above, certain students chose to be part of the Step-Up programme and these formed 
the experiment group, whilst others did not or registered too late into the academic year 
to be a part of the Step-Up programme, and they formed the control group. Existing data 
were used for this study, in the form of the average of various assessment scores of both 
the experiment and control groups throughout the first semester of 2022. 

Various assessment points exist throughout the first semester at the institution. 
Typically, two formative assessments are held (which can either be a test or an 
assignment) and a summative assessment (exam) concludes the semester. The scores of 
these three assessment points were used as data and analysed. A distinction was made 
between the scores of the three modules that formed part of the Step-Up programme 
(to ensure matching). Descriptive statistical methods were used to test and compare 
mean, mode and median score differences between the control and experiment groups 
to determine whether one group is on average greater or less than the other group 
(Morris & Wester, 2018; Salkind, 2010). 

A total of 227 students registered for the first year of a Bachelor of Commerce 
degree; 168 of whom completed all three assessment points for all three of the modules 
that formed part of the study. Of the 168 students who completed all three assessment 
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points for all three modules, 193 students attended the Step-Up programme, and 149 
students did not. The other 59 students that either deregistered, changed qualifications, 
missed a formative assessment opportunity, or did not write the first summative exam 
opportunity, were excluded from the study.  

Results and analysis 
The descriptive statistical analysis that was done by calculating the mean, median and 
mode of each module illustrates that all three modules present normal distribution 
characteristics around the mean (as illustrated below). This normal distribution is mostly 
consistent for all three modules, in all three assessment points, irrespective of whether 
it is the Step-Up or non-Step-Up group. This normal distribution characteristic enhances 
the validity of the two datasets (Salkind, 2010). It can further be noted that in all three 
modules, students who attended the Step-Up programme, performed, on average, 
consistently better than those who did not attend the Step-Up programme. 

The results and analysis presented below take into consideration only the number 
of the Step-Up students who attended or wrote all the assessments (19 students). Also 
included in these results and analysis are those students who did not participate in the 
Step-Up programme (149 students).

For Accounting (results below), formative assessment 1 (F1) is done by way of an 
open-book assignment, so these marks are often higher than those obtained for a closed 
book, timed test, such as formative assessment 2 (F2). 

Table 1: Step-Up vs non-Step-Up Accounting results
Accounting 
(non-Step-Up students)

Accounting 
(Step-Up students)

  F1 F2 S F1 F2 S

mean 79.94 63.63 52.90 87.75 69.25 59.20

median 83.00 64.00 52.00 92 71.5 55

mode 88 63 65 97 75 47

The formative assessment 2 (F2) marks are the interesting ones to note as it can be 
argued that with open-book assignments all students have the same resources available 
to them while completing the assignment. However, in a test, learned knowledge 
needs to be reproduced under exam conditions. Step-Up aimed to introduce certain 
key concepts students often struggle with, especially later in the module. The effect 
of Step-Up can be seen in these results as the introduction to these concepts during 
Step-Up assisted students to have a better understanding of the ‘basics’ of Accounting. 
The conditions that exist in the test would also be present during the summative 
assessment (S) (exam). The Step-Up group yet again performed better than the 
non-Step-Up group in the summative assessment. 

3	 While 29 students attended Step-Up, the aim was to study the Step-Up students who wrote all assessment 
points, and that was 19.
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In the Business Management module (results below), the first formative assessment 
(F1) is written as a closed-book test, and the results again demonstrate students’ ability 
to reproduce learned knowledge. It can be argued that the initial exposure to key terms 
and concepts during Step-Up, which were (again) later taught during formal lecturers 
(that these students then had the benefit of learning about for a second time), might 
have helped students become more familiar with concepts that they were required 
to study for the test. The Step-Up students performed better in the first formative 
assessment (F1), as well as in the second formative assessment (an assignment), and 
that trend continued through to the summative assessment.

Table 2: Step-Up vs non-Step-Up Business Management results 
Business Management 
(non-Step-Up students)

Business Management 
(Step-Up students)

  F1 F2 S F1 F2 S

mean 68.87 60.05 66.88 75.15 64.70 72.90

median 68.00 60.00 68.00 75 65 74

mode 70 50 78 68 77 66

The Economics module (results below) only has tests as part of the formative 
assessment structure (F1 and F2), requiring students to reproduce knowledge under 
exam conditions for all assessments in this module. A consistent mark difference can be 
observed: Step-Up group performing on average better than the non-Step-Up group. It 
can also be argued, as mentioned above for Business Management, that the introduction 
to key concepts during Step-Up could have helped the students understand them better, 
which enabled them to obtain higher marks for Economics than the students who did 
not attend Step-Up.  

Table 3: Step-Up vs non-Step-Up Economics results
Economics 
(non-Step-Up students)

Economics
 (Step-Up students)

  F1 F2 S F1 F2 S

mean 69.12 54.09 43.03 74.55 61.55 48.95

median 68.00 52.00 39.00 76 66.5 45

mode 82 37 48 90 68 46

As discussed in the methodology section, causal-comparative research does not prove 
cause-and-effect results, however, it does provide valuable insights into the causal 
relationship between the variables (Salkind, 2010). Through a comparison of results for 
three different modules for the group that attended Step-Up with those who did not 
attend Step-Up, the results of this study demonstrate that there is a causal relationship 
between attending the Step-Up programme and subsequent academic performance 
during the first semester.
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Discussion
The results above are significant on various levels. They illustrate that students who 
attended Step-Up performed consistently better academically than those who did 
not. It can be argued that the introduction of the Step-Up programme influences the 
subsequent academic performance of first-year students. As demonstrated in the 
literature review, students are typically underprepared for tertiary education (Lombard, 
2020), and this has dire consequences for the success rate of first-year students (Moosa 
& Aloka, 2022). It is clear that the two-week intervention programme can provide 
support to better prepare these students for tertiary education. This can also then serve 
as an important first step in the direction towards addressing the low pass rates among 
first-year students. 

Confidence is an important ability in most endeavours but especially so in tertiary 
education, and it is inextricably connected to student success (Clercq et al., 2018; 
Jackson, 2014; York et al., 2015). The results above may also implicitly reflect some of 
the confidence that students have gained by attending the Step-Up programme. Having 
participated in Step-Up, a student’s confidence in their abilities at tertiary level may be 
boosted as it grants them prior knowledge of and time to understand the subject at 
a more convenient pace. It can therefore be argued that the student would be more 
likely to be successful in that subject. This introduction of ‘prior knowledge’ is a key 
component of the intended outcomes of Step-Up, and students who attended the 
programme would also now possess the prior knowledge that translates to higher levels 
of confidence. Lastly, on a personal level, the results confirmed the convictions the 
presenters of the Step-Up programme have always had – that the attendees are indeed 
provided with a chance to ‘step up’ into their tertiary studies. While the programme has 
been running for about six years, this is the first conclusive evidence to have assessed 
that the programme has lasting academic merit. 

It is, however, also relevant to consider other possible reasons that the Step-Up 
students performed better academically. One important consideration is that the more 
diligent students would have chosen to attend Step-Up,4 and it could therefore be 
argued that it is logical that they would then perform better academically. On the other 
hand, this could be balanced out by the students who may have had one or more of 
the Step-Up subjects offered at school and therefore opted to not attend Step-Up as 
they believed that they had the required prior knowledge. Similar to the discussion on 
confidence above, it is relevant to consider that the students gained the appropriate 
mentality for tertiary education from attending Step-Up, so participating in Step-Up had 
the effect of leaving students feeling more prepared for their studies. This feeling of 
being better prepared can be what contributed to their subsequent academic success 
(Thomas, 2011; Van Herpen et al., 2020). Therefore, the importance and relevance of 
Step-Up might lie not just in introducing students to prior (academic) knowledge, but 
rather fostering the correct mentality and feeling of preparedness. 

4	 Step-Up attendance was voluntary.
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One other factor that might be relevant is that students who registered late for 
the academic year would automatically not have been able to attend Step-Up, as only 
students who had registered about one month before the start of the semester received 
invitations to attend Step-Up. This would also mean that students who registered 
late might have even missed a part of the semester (and that influenced subsequent 
academic performance), while students in Step-Up would have all been ready to attend 
class from the first day. A further argument can also be made that the students who 
were registered on time attended Step-Up and were therefore (as discussed above) 
more prepared for their tertiary studies, as they would have been well-informed 
and comfortable with the new environment by the end of the Step-Up programme. 
This would have given them a two-week head start to get comfortable with the new 
environment as opposed to other students – so it can be argued that the phases of 
transition discussed above (Clercq et al., 2018; Coertjens et al., 2017; Nicholson, 1990) 
occurred earlier for the students attending Step-Up. This initial introduction (irrespective 
of the academic goals) would have made them more prepared for the new phase, and 
they would have felt more integrated into the system of tertiary education.

Since participation in the Step-Up programme comes with no academic risks (no 
assessments, homework), it can be regarded as a valuable platform that affords students 
the time to find their feet, understand how tertiary education works and adjust their 
expectations to the experience (Hassel & Ridout, 2018; Tate & Hopkins, 2013; Thomas, 
2011; Van Herpen et al., 2020). With adjusted expectations, students are more prepared 
in terms of what to expect when the first formal lecture starts and can therefore more 
easily adjust to their roles as tertiary students.

Conclusions 
It is evident that there are distinct benefits to students attending an academic transition 
programme. The benefits are seen at several levels, but this study focussed on the 
increased academic performance of those students attending the Step-Up transition 
programme. For the institution, the question can now justifiably be asked whether the 
programme should be extended to other campuses, other qualifications, or possibly even 
made mandatory for certain students, given the benefit that it can have on improving 
students’ transitions into tertiary education. Other higher education institutions may 
also take note of the results and use the present as a case study to guide them in their 
deliberations on introducing transition programmes to their incoming first years (that 
go further than merely ‘orientation’ and spend time on crucial academic preparation) to 
ensure student success. 

There are several other topics relating to the above that warrant further research. 
For example, the results of future Step-Up participants should be analysed similarly to 
the above to create longitudinal evidence of the academic influence that Step-Up has 
had. What would also be valuable would be getting to hear from Step-Up attendees 
in their own words how they experienced the programme and whether they left the 
programme feeling more or less equipped and prepared for tertiary education. 
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Transition programmes such as Step-Up serve as an early academic intervention 
and have an immediate and potentially lasting effect on students’ subsequent academic 
performance. It can lay the foundation for successful student transition into higher 
education and therefore equip the student to be academically successful in their first 
year of tertiary studies.
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