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Abstract

Purpose: Public institutions in South Africa dominate higher education, but private higher education
institutions are proliferating due to high demand and the inability to provide education to all. This skills
gap to deliver education creates a business opportunity for private higher education institutions. As a
result, private higher education institutions must develop metrics to measure and manage academic
performance. Therefore, this study develops a model to measure scholastic performance at private
higher education institutions in South Africa.

Methodology: A theoretical model is developed based on proven selected antecedents to measure
academic performance. The criteria to measure each respective antecedent are also identified and
included in the theoretical model. The antecedents in the model are 1) Economic factors, 2) Parent
income level, attitudes and expectations, 3) Selectivity, expenditure and retention, 4) Attendance, 5)
Workload, 6) External forces, 7) Stress, 8) Help-seeking, 9) Motivation, 10) Affective factors, 11) Self-
concept, 12) Self-esteem, 13) Self-efficacy, 14) Extracurricular activities, 15) Active learning, 16)
Adjustment, 17) Class size and 18) General measures of academic performance. A dataset of 206 error-
free responses (82.4% effective response rate) validated the 18 antecedents using standardised
regression values. The data was reliable (Cronbach alpha = 0.98; decision rule: 20.70). Confirmatory
factor analysis validated the antecedents and measured model fit.

Findings: The model is valid. The fit indices are satisfactory, easily exceeding the required minimum
indices. The CFI (0.953) and NFI (0.953) both exceed 0.95. The CMIN/df index (2.516) is well below 5,
and RMSEA is acceptable (below 0.1, but not below the ideal value of 0.80).

Conclusion: Significant positive relationships exist between individual antecedents and academic
performance. As such, private higher education institutions and investors can use the valid model to
measure academic performance. Researchers and scholars can also apply or explore academic
performance models further.
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Introduction

Public and private tertiary institutions provide higher education in South Africa. Each sector uniquely
contributes to the country's educational landscape. The public sector includes universities funded and
governed by the government. These institutions historically played a significant role in South Africa's
higher education system, and initially seven large predominantly white universities were founded,
namely the universities of Cape Town (1829), Stellenbosch (1918), Free State (1904), Potchefstroom
for Christian Higher Education (1869), Pretoria (1908), The Witwatersrand (1896), and Natal (1910).
Many evolved from university colleges into full universities, and most are still ranked among the top
South African universities.

Similarly, two more universities were founded to accommodate black (University of Fort Hare in
1916) and coloured students (University of the Western Cape in 1959). The University of South Africa
(1873) was founded as a distance education facility (SA History Online, 2021). The public sector also
encompasses Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) colleges. These institutions focus
on providing technical and vocational skills, catering to diverse fields such as engineering, hospitality,
and agriculture, among others.

Public universities receive substantial government funding, with subsidies to support teaching,
research, infrastructure, and student financial aid. As a result, public institutions generally offer more
affordable tuition fees than private universities. They also play a crucial role in providing access to
higher education for a larger population. Public universities have a strong research focus and are known
for their academic research excellence in various fields.

Private institutions in South Africa include universities, colleges, and institutions offering specialised
courses. These entities are privately funded and managed independently of government control. They
rely heavily on tuition fees, donations, and private funding sources. Consequently, they often have
higher tuition fees compared to public universities. Some private institutions offer specialised
programs, smaller class sizes, and a more flexible approach to education while providing alternative
teaching methods.

Both public and private higher education sectors in South Africa contribute to the diversity and
accessibility of education. Public institutions focus on catering to a broader population with
government support, while private institutions often offer specialised programs with more
independence but at higher costs. Efforts to address challenges in both sectors aim to improve access,
quality, and inclusivity in South African higher education. South Africa's Department of Higher
Education oversees all HEIs and facilitates a quality higher education environment through the
Constitution and the Higher Education Act [1].

Problem statement

Managing a higher education institution (HEIs) is challenging. In the public sector, managerial
challenges are to achieve social returns, but at private institutions, managers must also address
commercial returns [2]. Investors evaluate the financial performance indicators of various investment
opportunities and invest only in those with a satisfactory return on investment. This means investors
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will channel their funding elsewhere if the private HEI does not perform amicably [3]. However, to be
a top performer financially, private HEls (HEIs) must adhere to various performance metrics of key
performance indicators (KPIs) [4]. Year-on-year KPI analyses of, for example, enrolment figures,
throughput figures, academic performance, student numbers in specific modules and courses, and the
quality of higher education offered are critical.

However, how can a manager measure (and manage) the academic performance of a private HEI?
Many state-driven performance models exist for public institutions. Likewise, myriad generalized
business performance models are available to assess various business types. However, the literature
lacks specific guidance to measure the academic performance of a private HEI.

Research objective

The primary objective of this study is to develop a model to measure academic performance at
South African private HEI’s.

Theoretical background

Historical development of South African tertiary education

The history of higher education in South Africa is complex and deeply intertwined with the country's
political, social, and economic landscape, mainly due to its colonial past and the apartheid era [5] [6].

e Pre-20™ Century: Higher education in South Africa has roots in missionary education established
by European settlers, with the first universities being founded in the late 19" Century. The
University of Cape Town (UCT) was founded in 1829, followed by Stellenbosch University in 1866,
and the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) in 1896. Other large public universities followed
suit.

e Apartheids era (20" Century): The apartheid regime (1948-1994) had a significant impact on higher
education. Under apartheid, racial segregation was institutionalised, leading to separate and
unequal educational opportunities for different racial groups. The Bantu Education Act (no. 47 of
1953) [76] led to the creation of separate, inferior educational systems for black South Africans,
focusing on limited vocational training rather than higher education. In addition, the regime
initiated the homeland system, where each ethnic group was awarded a "homeland" and
universities were built. These Bantustans were used to create a white South Africa by moving black
South Africans to their ethnic homelands. Typical examples were the University of Venda (1982),
the University of Bophuthatswana (1988) and the University of the Transkei (1977) [6].

e Resistance and struggle: Despite oppressive policies, resistance against apartheid flourished within
South African universities. Students and faculty members participated in protests, advocating for
equality, academic freedom, and the end of apartheid policies. This period saw significant activism,
including movements such as the Soweto Uprising in 1976, where students protested Afrikaans'
imposition as the instruction language.

e Transformation and post-Apartheid (1994 and beyond): With the end of apartheid in 1994 and
the establishment of a democratic government under Nelson Mandela, South Africa embarked on
a path of transformation in higher education. Efforts were made to dismantle the racially
segregated systems and promote inclusivity, equality, and access to higher education for all.
Reforms included changes in admission policies, curriculum revisions, and affirmative action
programs aimed at redressing historical inequalities.

The Education White Paper 3 on transforming higher education [7] followed to facilitate South
Africa's transition from minority rule during apartheid to democracy. This meant that all existing

15



Business & IT 01/2025

practices, higher institutions of learning and values required rethought to establish their fitness for a
post-apartheid era and how tertiary education could play a vital role in developing the country's social,
cultural, and economic development [8]. Modern challenges are addressing past inequalities and
transforming higher education to meet the high demand for quality higher education.

However, in 2020, Higher Education South Africa (HESA) acknowledged that the interventions to
create a differentiated higher education landscape did not efficiently address existing past inequities
in the educational, financial, geographical, and material aspects between advantaged and
disadvantaged students [9]. In addition, HESA highlights the role that underdeveloped capacities play
in the historically black PHEIs. These PHEIs face challenges in servicing poor rural and working-class
black students with inadequate subsidies that are awarded to the traditionally black PHEI's. As a result,
these students do not receive the same quality education as other PHEIs [10].

Despite progress, challenges in South African higher education persisted. Universities still serve the
higher social population demographic population, and funding constraints, disparities in access, quality
discrepancies among institutions, and the need to decolonise the curriculum remained focal points
[10]. The Department of Higher Education and Training initiated financial support to address these
social disparities by initiating the National Student Financial Aid Scheme Act (No. 56 of 1999) [11].
However, financial support is only available to students studying at public HEIs. Higher tuition fees still
challenge students studying at private HEls, limiting access for lower-income students. Ensuring
consistent academic quality and accreditation standards across private institutions remains a
significant concern.

The current landscape

South African higher education delivers more graduates every year. In fact, South African higher
education student numbers have doubled since 1994, and the highest increase is among black Africans.
One million students are presently studying at HEls; this number is significantly higher than a decade
ago. However, it represents a Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) of 23.8% [8]. (The GER is the education
participation rate, which refers to the proportion of a specific age group or population enrolled or
participating in education at various levels.) Higher education is at full capacity. Although the GER is
favourable for sub-Saharan Africa (GER=9%), it pales in comparison to other developing countries
norms (Russia = 84.6%%; China = 50.6%; and Mexico = 41.5%) [12]. Many students cannot access
education annually because of insufficient space, and the public HEIs cannot absorb the demand. The
private HEls accommodate just more than 100,000 of these registered students [13]. The Department
of Higher Education and Training [1] drafted a White Paper for Post-school Education to address the
participation rate and excess demand. This White paper estimates that 500,000 students will be
accommodated in Private Technical and Vocational Education by 2030.

The public HEIs cannot cope financially or structurally with the ever-increasing demand in South
Africa; the only viable solution is for private- and public higher education to combine forces in
addressing the increasing South African educational demand [14]. The South African government
needs to incorporate private capital (like most developed countries successfully did) to expand the
system's higher education capacity because they do not have enough money to satisfy the demand for
higher education.

Businesswise, the high educational demand poses an attractive opportunity for private higher
education. On 11 December 2023, 93 nationally private HEIs were registered at the DHET, an increase
of 9 institutions (10.7%) during the past year [5]. Adding regional registrations, the statistics show South
Africa has 125 PHEIs [1]). These PHEIs offer a wide range of educational qualifications ranging from
certificates and diplomas up to doctorate degrees. The programmes include business management and
administration, religion, information technology, marketing, aromatherapy and reflexology,
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communication, manufacturing, journalism, social media, public relations, architecture, and others
[15].

The growing number of private HEIs requires improved coordination between the institutions and
the DHET to dovetail the national curriculums by addressing the skills gap between private and public
tertiary education institutions. Students must enter higher education well-prepared. However,
according to Bloom, Canning and Chan [16], this is not currently true in South Africa. Students entering
tertiary education are not technologically well-enabled and academically well-prepared by the
secondary school system. As a result, institutions provide additional services to help them. Technology
remains a critical enabler. The focus should be on how institutions optimize the new benefits of this
revolution, with South African students increasingly requiring new and innovative ways of thinking [17].

PHEIs do not receive subsidies; therefore, the economy and affordability are key hurdles to
sustainable development. The sector can overcome these challenges using appropriate technology.
Private HEls have the advantage of swift decision-making because they are more entrepreneurially
oriented. Therefore, they can act and implement new technology faster. Public HEIs are slower to adapt
because bureaucratic line-management structures bind them.

South Africa's educational levels are low compared to other developing countries. Only 3% of the
population has a bachelor's or honours degree, and less than 1% pursued a post-graduate qualification
(0,75%). After the first free democratic election in South Africa, the government initiated three
ambitious plans to improve university access [5]. They are:

e Step 1: Eliminate the multi-track education system in which traditionally white universities,
traditionally "non-white" universities, universities of technology (called "Technikons"), and teacher
training colleges operated independently. Many traditionally white and "non-white" public
universities were merged. Technicons were upgraded to become fully capacitated universities of
technology, and many of the specialist institutions and teacher training colleges were closed or
merged into existing universities' faculties of education.

e Step 2: Universities' capacities were increased to accommodate more students in existing
structures

e Step 3: Financial support systems were implemented. The most notable support to students is the
National Student Financial Aid Scheme [18]. Post-graduate bursaries for master's and doctoral
studies were also initiated for full and part-time students.

Identifying antecedents to measure academic performance

The theoretical model identified 18 antecedents suitable for measuring the academic performance
of PHEIs. Measuring criteria for each antecedent also stemmed from the literature study, resulting in a
list or measuring instrument. These criteria were used to compile a questionnaire that was completed
by the study’s respondents. These criteria originate from the literature review performed. Table 1
contextualises the antecedents and their measuring criteria for the academic performance of PHEIs.
The literature sources for the criteria are also listed in the table.
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Table 1: Antecedents and theoretical their origins

Number

Antecedent

Measuring criteria

Sources

Economic factors

Disadvantaged
Inequality
Quality of life
Social divisions

[15], [18], [19], [20]

Selectivity,
expenditure,
retention

and

Access

Cost of programmes
Graduation rates
Selection criteria
Support

[21], [22], [23], [24]

Parent income
attitudes
expectations

level,
and

Culture

Ethnic goals

Family structure
Parent involvement

[25], [26], [27]

Motivation

Behaviour
Beliefs
Competence
Determination
Personality

[28], [15], [29], [19], [30]

Workload

Capacity
Change
Energy
Integration

[26], [14], [31], [19]

External forces

Ethnic minority
Parental involvement

[32], [33], [34], [35]

Self-efficacy

Assurance
Challenges
Choices
Experience

[36], [37], [38], [39]

Help-seeking

Faculty interactions
Peers

Staff

Values

[10], [19], [41]

Attendance

Availability
Communication
Contact

Lectures

Teaching and learning

[17], (1], [42], [28]

10

Affective factors

Attitude
Self-esteem

[43], [15], [44]

11

Self-concept

Attitude
Ideas

[45], [2], [20]

12

Self-esteem

Stress
Task completion
Transition

[26], (4], [19]

13

Stress

Attention
Experience

[13], [46], [26]
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Resources

14

Active learning

Achievement
Effort
Engagement

[17], [47], [48]

15

Extracurricular
activities

Age

Grades
Involvement
Performance

[17], [16], [15]

16

Adjustment

Background
Outcomes

Psychosocial factors

[22], [9], [19]

17

Class size

Attentiveness
Classmates
Participation

[16], [47], [38], [48]

18

General issues

Ad hoc

Theoretical model to measure academic performance

The theory postulates that academic performance can be measured (and as such then be managed)
using the 18 antecedents in Table 1 [49]. Figure 1 shows the theoretical model graphically.
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Figure 1: Theoretical model to measure and manage academic performance

From Figure 1, it is hypothesized that the following hypotheses apply to the model to measure and
manage academic performance at a PHEI:

Hy1: There are no significant positive relationships between the Antecedents and Academic

performance.

H;: There are significant positive relationships between the Antecedents and Academic

performance.

Hiito01.12

There are significant positive relationships between the individual Antecedents and
Academic performance.
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Research methodology

The literature review encompasses the academic performance of private higher education providers
in South Africa and how to measure it. This means locating relevant performance measurement
antecedents from the literature and identifying latent variables or factors within private higher
education's academic performance [50]. The literature review included academic articles, official
publications, conference proceedings and acts by consulting electronic databases such as library
catalogues, local and international journals, Internet publications, and Ebscohost, Emerald and Sabinet
databases. Latent variables were identified empirically and confirmed as per the methodology used in
various previous studies [50, 51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 56]. The literature originally identified 24 antecedents
of academic performance; 18 were retained after scrutiny.

Quantitative data collection

The questionnaire measured the demographic profile and the academic performance antecedents.
The antecedent's respective criteria were validated with exploratory factor analysis to weed out invalid
criteria [49]. The final questionnaire measured the level of agreement or disagreement on a five-point
Likert scale across the 18 antecedents comprising 86 measuring criteria. Confirmatory factor analysis
validated the model and determined the model fit [57, 58]

The population comprised all the full-time employees at two South African private business schools
in the KwaZulu-Natal province. However, these schools deliver higher education in a vast geographic
area, covering South Africa and Southern Africa. No sample was drawn. The total population was
targeted. All employees were requested to complete the emailed questionnaires via the two
institutions' human resource departments. Participation was anonymous and voluntary. The
guestionnaires were distributed to the gatekeepers' HR managers and Academic managers at the head
office in Durban for distribution and collection. Management’s supporting letters were added to the
guestionnaire. Some 250 questionnaires were distributed, and 247 were completed and returned
(signifying a response rate of 98.8%). The data was captured by the Statistical Consultation Services of
the North-West University and analysed using IBM’s Social Package for Social Services Version 28 [59].
IBM’s AMOS software analysed confirmatory factors [60].

Ethical considerations

The study was ethically approved by North-West University's Ethical Committee in the Faculty of
Economic and Management Sciences and issued a formal ethics number (EMS17/04/15-01/2).

Results

Suitability of the data

The dataset was cleaned to eradicate possible data errors [61]. This included 1) Using calculated
minimum and maximum values to identify out-of-data range errors and 2) Screening for missing values
to enable the IBM AMOS software to calculate the modified indices; modified indices are required in
structural model development [57, 60]. Missing values were removed. 3) Finding and correcting any
other errors. After cleaning the 247 responses, 206 error-free responses were analyses (resulting in an
82.4% effective response rate).

The data's skewness and kurtosis were measured against the normal distribution curve. Most
variables are slightly negatively skewed (-.5<Skew<.5), meaning most of the data are to the right of the
normal distribution. Some variables show stronger (but still acceptable) negative skewness (-
1<Skews.5). The Kurtosis showed that the variables are slightly negatively "peaked", but well within
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acceptable limits (-.5<Kur<.5). These values represent acceptable normality deviation levels (<.50) [51,
62]. This means that the data peaks higher than in a normal distribution. However, these deviations
are also within acceptable limits [62]). Two variables were discarded because they are highly negatively
skewed (22.). The same variables also exceeded the acceptable deviations for the Kurtosis (22). The
discarded variables dealt with professional conduct and student communications.

Only suitable data can be used in multivariate analysis, such as confirmatory factors analysis or
structural equation modelling. As such, the sample must be adequate (Kaiser, Meyer & Olkin test),
possess acceptable sphericity (Bartlett's test), and the data must be reliable (Cronbach's coefficient
alpha). Table 2 shows that the sample is adequate (KM0O=.946) (decision rule: KM0=2.70), and Bartlett's
Sphericity is significant (p=.00) (decision rule: p<.05) [61] [62].

Table 2: KMO sample adequacy and Bartlett's sphericity

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin value .946
Bartlett's Sphericity Test Approx. Chi-Square 14381. 871
df 2415
Sig. .000
Reliability

Cronbach's coefficient alpha measured the reliability and internal consistency of the antecedents,
latent variables, and the total dataset [62]. All three datasets possess excellent reliability (a=.977; .958;
.984 (decision rule: a=0.70; 0.57) [62, 63] (see Table 3).

Table 3: Reliability of the data

Antecedents Latent variables Total dataset

Cronbach's
Cronbach's Alpha |N of Items Alpha N of Items Cronbach's Alpha |N of Items
977 18 .958 10 .984 30

The analysis shows that the data is reliable and suitable for further analyses.

Validating the model

The confirmatory factor analysis model empirically evaluated the theoretical model to measure
academic performance. The IBM AMOS (version 28) statistical software analysed the data and
produced the models’ results. (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2: The validated model

The retained 18 theoretical antecedents constituted the theoretical model (Figure 1). These
antecedents are validated by using the standardised regression values in the confirmatory model (see
Figure 2). Ideally, a standard regression value of 0.7 is significant because the squared value explains
almost 50% of the variance (R=0.7; R?=0.49.) [57].

Analysis of the standardised regression weights indicates that 17 of the 18 antecedents exceed the
required standardised regression weight of 0.70. Only the antecedent Selectivity, expenditure and
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retention has a weighting of 0.69. This is marginally lower than the required weight. However, Henseler
et al., in support of Hulland, argue that standardised regression weights lower than 0.7 should be
reviewed for relevance in the context of the other variables before elimination [63, 63]. Variables with
regression weights lower than 0.40 are redundant, while weights between 0.4 and 0.7 can be retained
after consideration because they reflect a moderate influence [64] [65]. It was retained after
considering the relevance of the antecedent Selectivity, expenditure, and retention. All 18 theoretical
antecedents could be validated empirically as measures of students' academic performance at a private
higher education institution.

Validity and reliability of the empirical model

A confirmatory model needs to be reliable and possess convergent and discriminant validly. This
model has excellent composite reliability (CR=0.98; decision rule: CR>0.70) [65] [72] and validity as
measured by the Average Variance Explained (AVE=0.71; decision rule: AVE>0.50) [66] [67].

Model fit analysis

This study used five goodness-of-fit indices to evaluate the model. These indices measure the
absolute, incremental, and non-normed fit [69]. Table 2 shows the index values for the Degrees of
freedom (CMIN/df), Comparative fit index (CFl), Normed Fit index (NFl), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), and
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). The baseline model is compared by the
incremental fit indices, CFl and TLI, while the NFI index is a normed fit index and the Tucker-
Lewis index a non-normed fit index [67] [69]. Absolute fit is measured by the RMSEA index
[70]. (See Table 4).

Table 4: The model’s goodness of fit indices

Index name Decision rule | Model’s Fit metrics Source
(preferred; index
minimum)
Significance | p<0.05 p<0.05 Significant [69]
CMIN/df <5 2.516 Good [68] [69]
CFI >0.95;>0.85 0.953 Good [72] [73]
NFI >0.90; 20.80 0.925 Good [69]
TLI >0.95;>0.85 0.945 Good [71], [75]
RMSEA <£0.08;<0.10 0.086 Acceptable [68, 69])

Source: Bisschoff (2021)

The fit indices are all satisfactory, easily exceeding the required minimum index. CFI (0.953) and NFI
(0.953) both exceed 0.95 [69] [71], and the CMIN/df (2.516) is well below five [69]. These indices
indicate that the model fit is good. RMSEA is acceptable (below 0.1) but not ideal (below 0.80) [74].

Accepting or rejecting the hypotheses

The null hypothesis is rejected, and all the H; hypotheses are accepted.
H: Significant positive relationships exist between the Antecedents and Academic performance.

Hiito118 Significant positive relationships exist between the individual Antecedents and
Academic performance.

This means that all the antecedents identified from the literature (after screening and scrutinizing)
are measures of academic performance.

24



01/2025 Business & IT

Conclusions

The study empirically validated a theoretical model to measure academic performance of South

African PHEI's. More specifically, the valid model provides:

e A sound theoretical basis that researchers and theoreticians can use in their future academic

performance-related research projects.

e A planning tool to assess and monitor academic performance factors, initiatives and activities.
e A practical managerial tool whereby managers can measure individual antecedents to track each

one’s role in the academic performance of private HEls.

e A comprehensive model to practically measure academic performance in academic performance

of private HEls.

Limitations

Regionality is a prominent study limitation. However, this is not relevant to the location of the PHEIs

(Durban, South Africa) but to the location of the respondents (Southern Africa). This means that the
results could differ in other geographical regions or cultures. Researchers and managers should confirm
the relevance of the validated antecedents before applying the findings in other geographic regions.

Future research

The study can be repeated using respondents from other geographic areas to determine if the

antecedents remain valid. Likewise, a comparative study can determine which antecedents are regional
and generic.
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