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Abstract 
Supplemental instruction (SI), which can be referred to as academic support has been linked to 
the successful academic performance of university students both locally and internationally. 
This study explores the successful implementation of SI to encourage students toward 
academic performance in a South African university. Constructivism theory (CT) was adopted 
as the theoretical framework for the study while Participatory Research (PR) was the research 
design. A focused group interview was used to collect data because of its relevance and 
assumptions of academic support such as supplemental instruction. Two lecturers, two tutors, 
two tutees, and two SI personnel were selected for the study from a selected university. At the 
same time, thematic analysis was chosen to analyse the data generated. The findings showed 
that through the intervention of SI, first-year students' academic performance increased while 
the dropout rate has also reduced.  
 
Keywords: Supplemental instruction, students' academic performance, first-year students, 
higher education, constructivism  
 
Introduction 
Students' academic performance can be referred to as the overall knowledge gained from 
students through assessments such as tests and examination within a period of time by 
lecturers (Narad & Abdullah, 2016). Academic performance enhancement through 
supplemental instruction has been said to increase student achievement globally and in local 
universities, including the university where this study was conducted (Adebola et al., 2020; 
Kapur, 2018; Malm et al., 2018). This means that the impacts of SI in academics cannot be 
neglected nor under-emphasised in academic performance. According to Wilmot and Telang 
(2017), there was an increase in students' academic performance of first-year students who 
attended supplemental instruction at a specific period compared with those who did not attend. 
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This indicates that the rate at which students drop out of the university has reduced, increasing 
the graduation output. 
 
First-year students encounter many challenges, such as lack of academic support and financial 
problem, and as such, they sometimes find it unnecessary to attend tutorial sessions (Fluke et 
al., 2014; Saleem et al., 2018). On the contrary, Yasin and Dzulkifli (2010) suggested that first-
year students need to socialise, as this would contribute to positive academic performance, 
boost communication skills, and help them better understand the environment. In support of 
the view above, first-year students are influenced mainly by their peers and the new academic 
environment and naturally do not want to attend academic support because they believe it is 
of no use.  Therefore, the problem of the study is the uncared attitude of first-year students 
towards attending tutorial sessions (Saleem et al., 2018). 
 
Academic support such as supplemental instruction has been proven to show that SI leads to 
an increase in students' academic performance, especially first-year students in universities, as 
revealed by Goomas (2014), Skoglund et al. (2018) and Omodan and Ige (2021). On the other 
hand, supplemental instruction is said to have promoted the active participation of students, 
increased collaborative learning spirit among students and served as a means of getting 
feedback from students (Adebola, 2020; Budiharso & Tarman, 2020; Double et al., 2020; 
Sukrajh, 2018). According to these scholars, supplemental instruction has positive impacts on 
students apart from academic performance achievement. Students involvement in class 
discussion is crucial as it motivates both the tutor and tutees during tutorial sessions. 
Subsequently, feedback is another benefit that is associated with supplemental instruction 
through tutorial sessions.  

 

Research question 
Can supplemental instruction contribute to the academic performance of first-year university 
students?  
 

Research objectives 
This study aims to examine the successful implementation of supplemental instruction on the 
academic performance of first-year students in universities. 
 
Methodology 
Research design 
This study adopted participatory research (PR) due to its relevance and features in conducting 
research. PR is an approach that appreciates the coming together of those concerned in 
providing solutions to their problems. This means allowing the disadvantaged or marginalised, 
who are the students, to be part of the investigation process of finding a solution to their 
problem. This opportunity gives the students a sense of belonging by allowing them to make 
their voices heard through the project. PR believes that both the process and how research is 
done is as important as the results (Bergold & Thomas, 2012). Participatory research supports 
participants' thinking and allows them to be free and treated equally without bias. This study 
attests that the implementation of SI led to the improved academic performance of first-year 
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students in the university where the study was conducted, and PR is relevant and appropriate. 
Therefore, PR, which by its nature privileges the marginalised to make their voices heard, will 
permit concerned students, the students who were offered modules and participants to tell 
their stories regarding problems facing supplemental instruction and suggest the way forward.  
 
Participants  
The selection consists of eight participants, of which two were lecturers of the university, two 
tutors who facilitate the first-year students, two tutees who are the students, and two SI 
coordinators who deal with the administrative aspect. The study targeted university lecturers, 
students at first-year who attended tutorial sessions, and second-year students who were 
tutors at the Centre for Teaching and Learning (CTL). These participants were chosen based on 
their expertise and involvement as it could help the study. The study adopted purposive 
sampling techniques in selecting its participants because of the relevance. 
 
Presentation of Data and Discussion  
For anonymity sake, the participants in the study were represented using A1 & A2 (Lecturers), 
B1 & B2 (Tutees), C1 & C2 (Tutors), and D1 & D2 (SI Leaders/Personnel). The study is qualitative 
research and interview was used to collect data. This instrument was chosen because the 
researcher needed some in-depth information regarding the supplemental instruction as 
academic support from the targeted participants. This information helped the researcher 
decide and design the appropriate questions held with participants through a face-to-face 
interview. According to Ryan, Coughlan and Cronin (2009), an interview is defined as that type 
of data collection that is used to get in-depth information regarding an opinion, thought or 
phenomenon. 
 
Data collection 
The study adopted an interview instrument to collect data; this was done such that the 
researcher had a face-to-face interview with the students together and lecturers individually. 
Since the researcher already prepared an open-ended question to ask each participant, the 
process of interviewing them was easy to administer. Meanwhile, each of the questions drafted 
and asked was informed by the research questions. Questions such as "Does SI enhance first-
year students' academic performance?" among others, were asked. The researcher spent at 
least 10-15minutes with each participant while the interview was being recorded on a video 
recorder and later transcribed and coded. An unstructured interview was used to collect data 
for the study. An unstructured interview is an open interview that allows the interviewer to ask 
specific questions on the research topic (Dana, Dawes & Peterson, 2013). This means that both 
interviewer and interviewees can have an informal conversation without following a specific 
regulation. Meanwhile, Dana (2013) argued that an unstructured interview is a valuable tool to 
reveal crucial information regarding a specific topic, especially when there are laid-down rules.  
This method allows transparent conversation as both parties reflect on real-life scenarios. An 
unstructured interview is relevant to this study as it allows participants to voice their opinions 
without fear. It also allows participants to be part of a system where knowledge is constructed. 
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Data Analysis and Ethical Consideration  
According to Braun and Clarke (2006), the thematic analysis (TA) is a qualitative method of data 
analysis for identifying, analysing, organising, describing, and reporting themes that originate 
within a set of data.  This means that TA is theorised as a systematic form of data analysis 
classified and organised so that the pattern of meaning is critically examined. By so doing, data 
is broken into themes in other to make sense with regard to thematic prearrangement. TA as a 
method of data analysis allows the researcher to analyse the data according to the themes and 
subthemes (Holloway & Todres, 2003). The relevance of thematic analysis to the study are 
many and includes what Jugder (2016) said that data generated through interview are 
effectively simple and meant to be rationalised. Because of its flexibility, TA assists researchers 
in analysing data based on themes and subthemes. The thematic analysis allowed the 
researcher to analyse the interview from a perspective point of view. In this study, data were 
analysed by the categorisation of themes; that is, after the data had been transcribed, the 
researcher categorised the common themes, ideas, and pattern to their meanings as examined. 
After a critical study of the categorisation of themes, the researcher coded each group, 
searched for patterns, named the themes, and finally report the outcomes.  
 
The study was approved by the ethical committee of the University of the Free State with 
approval number UFS-HSD2018/1132. Participants' consent was sought, and they were assured 
that their information and utterances would be kept confidential from third parties during and 
after the study. They were assured of anonymity and that their utterances would remain 
anonymous.  
 
Results and Discussion 
Under this heading, two areas of success: increase in students' achievement output and 
reduction of dropout rate (retention rate) have been pointed out as evidence of academic 
success when SI is implemented in higher institutions of learning (Muray, 2014). The data was 
gathered using the objective of the study, "Possible successes from the implementation of 
supplemental instruction in the university", while two themes such as increment in students' 
achievement and reduction of the dropout rate of first-year students will be discussed. See the 
table below. 
 

Objective       Analysis of subthemes 

To provide evidence of 
success where SI is best 
practised. 

 Increment in students' achievement (outputs) 

 Reduction of dropout rate (retention rate) 

 

Increment in Students' Achievement (Output) 
The findings revealed that supplemental instruction increases first-year students' achievement 
and students in general. An increment in students' achievement is one of the tremendous 
success that has been recorded in students' academic performance using SI. Apart from 
academic performance, students have developed social relationship skills and improved 
communication among themselves. Increment in students' achievement in the university has 
proven to be successful in academic performance and in terms of their level of social interaction 
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due to SI. Supplemental instruction had shown extensive evidence of success of first-year 
students in academic performance (Bertolini, Stmmel & Thorngren, 2016). 
 

Participant C1: As a student, l think attending tutorials enhanced my academic 
performance. Instead of being an average student, l became a top student. Again, your 
focus and drive are improved because you can see the seriousness on this academic 
space. It improves and enhances academic performance. 
 

The above participant, who was also a university student, attested that attending tutorials has 
made her one of the top students in her academic performance. This attests to her statement 
that, indeed, SI through tutorial sessions enhances students' academic performance, especially 
first-year students. She went further to say that as a student (tutee), attending tutorials had 
benefited her a lot. She said that some of the difficulties she encountered during lectures 
concerning content knowledge were solved in tutorials with the help of tutors. No wonder 
Cunningham (2012) testified that SI enhances students' academic performance. 
 

Participant C2: As a previous tutee, l have seen that tutorials help a lot because some of 
the things you won't grasp during lectures, you get a clear picture of the content and 
clear understanding when you go to tutorials. 
Participant A2: Having a prior discussion with the tutors, what l have realised is that as 
a lecturer, I would first address more than 200 students regarding what I was teaching, 
but with the tutoring programme, the students say that the tutors explained things 
better.  As a lecturer, I thought that l had explained my topics very well; meanwhile, I 
find that the tutors' explanations were surely reaching the students. 
 

Another participant, a lecturer, talked about SI from a different perspective. He acknowledged 
that being a lecturer with a large class, it might not be easy to reach students' expectations. He 
said that having a prior discussion with tutors on what he was teaching in terms of content 
knowledge helps greatly. This argument is supported by Mbah (2015) that prior knowledge 
enhances students' academic performance.  It is assumed that, sometimes, tutors may explain 
things more clearly and simply to students than lecturers, as testified by participant A2. From 
these statements, the participants also stated that the tutees who attended tutorials stated 
that tutors often explained concepts better, give relevant examples and have context 
knowledge than the lecturers. All these point to the fact that SI enhances students' academic 
performance and increases the number of graduates each year. This was supported by another 
participant (lecturer) who proposed that students end up with high marks after attending 
tutorials, unlike the lecturer who may might be too harsh on them due to the stress of work 
overload. From her statement, it is believed that through the tutorial programme, there had 
been a huge difference in students' academic performance such that most students have 
achieved and surpassed the average percentage as agreed upon by Széll (2013) and Hermann 
(2010). 
 
It is safe to say that SI growth has led to an increment in the achievement output and 
empowerment of tutors with managerial skills for their students during tutorials. They have 
learnt to respect one another, be creative on their own, design charts, record their activities, 
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post them on a blackboard and expose them to workplace ethics, which will help them relate 
better with people after studying in the university. Furthermore, the pass rate of students 
attending SI has been satisfactory. This is according to another participant, who does not see 
SI as just a programme, but as a system that has proven that students who attend tutorials with 
seriousness and focus can come out in flying colours. 
 

Participant A1: For me, the part of the growth was also on the tutors who went through 
the programme. This has also enabled them to manage their groups and let them have 
that work ethic to understand that they need to respect time, their classes, and be 
creative. 
Participant A2: The pass rate indicates the return on investment (ROI) to the country—it 
means that the Department of Education has invested money to its citizens (students), 
and when they pass, they will not be a burden to the government. They can cater for 
themselves (sustainability).  
 

In another perspective, participant A2 believes SI has contributed to the increase in the "Return 
on Investment" (ROI) of the country. This means that since the South African government, 
through the Department of Education, is funding (FUNZA, NSFAS) some education students in 
university, it makes it easy for them to focus on their studies and payback upon completing 
their studies. This process has led to tremendous growth in the country's investment because 
the kind of funds they receive compels the government to place them in schools as soon as 
possible (Kopish & Marques, 2020). This implies that when they start working, they are not a 
burden to the government anymore, and at the same time, they start to earn salaries, taking 
care of themselves and their immediate families. 
 

Participant A2: I think in terms of pass rate, it has been satisfactory. Part of not having 
high marks may be that as lecturers who handle the first year up to the fourth year and 
honours students, I suspect we were too harsh on them as first-year students, 
expecting them to perform at a level higher than theirs as well. This could be one 
weakness on our part as lecturers. However, in terms of the satisfactory performance 
of students, l think a number of them have reached the average pass percentage. With 
SI, most of them could design their charts and record their role-play. I would say it is a 
success. 
 

Another point raised aside from the increase in the pass rate is the workload of each lecturer in 
the faculty. This is to say that lecturers have to teach first-year to final year students and 
postgraduate students, which sometimes inhibits them from giving their best. He believed that 
students could have performed beyond satisfactory to maybe excellent level. However, with the 
intervention of SI, students who attend tutorial sessions perform well and their creative skills 
have also been enhanced such that they can design charts, record their work and send it on the 
blackboard for their tutees. Despite all the challenges encountered by lecturers, SI personnel and 
students, participant A1 said categorically that students' pass rate in the university since the 
intervention of SI is worth applauding. 
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Reduction of students' dropout rate 
Supplemental instruction, a type of academic support in universities, has been associated with 
students' success at universities, most significantly, first-year students. Retention rate, which is 
also known as reduction of dropout rate in this study, refers to the increase in the number of 
students who decided to continue with their studies after receiving tutorial sessions (Moodley 
& Singh, 2013). 
 
The findings revealed that supplemental instruction intervention has reduced the dropout rate 
of first-year students and indirectly increased the retention rate. First-year students who 
wished to drop out of the university due to their inability to cope academically were rescued 
through tutorial sessions. However, tutorial sessions were held by senior students (4th year) 
who divided students into smaller groups to explain the subject concept taught in the large 
classroom by the lecturer to tutees first-year in a simpler way. Furthermore, Manalo et al. (2010) 
mentioned that even though there are so many factors responsible for students' retention in 
university, the tutorial session is one way students are retained in the university, thereby 
leading to a reduction of students’ dropout. 
 

Participant A2: I have noticed that the more students pass, the more they can retain their 
funding and the more the rate of dropouts is reduced. 
Participant C1: Regarding the possible changes that l have noticed, the success rate of 
my students in those particular modules that have been tutored has improved drastically 
with fewer failures. 
Participant D1: A reduction in the dropout rate is also an indication of students' success 
and employability outside the university or the Department of Education. 

 
The above participants believe that the rate at which students drop out of the university had 
reduced due to tutorial sessions. This is also evident in their academic performance (Dockery, 
2012). One of the participants who was a lecturer in the university said that the reduction in 
student drop out has also saved the funders/sponsors of some students a certain percentage 
of money that would have been spent on students who kept failing some specific modules. This 
indicates that the intervention of tutors through the office of the Centre for Teaching and 
Learning (CTL) was helpful. These statements also affirm a reduction in the failure rate because 
of the availability and support system of CTL through SI in the university. In other words, there 
has been a high number of students who had decided to stay back because of the SI support 
through tutors (Rumberger, 2001). This intervention has given the university and other 
institutions of higher learning a higher percentage of students who graduate each year. 

Participant C1: As a tutor, success is when the pass rate has improved when compared 
to those students who do not attend tutorials. 

 
Although this study does not compare the pass rate of students who attended tutorials to those 
who did not, there is a considerable difference between the two as attested by participant C1. 
At the same time, it is obvious that students who attended tutorial sessions improved 
academically (Skoglund, Wall & Kiene, 2018). 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
The finding, however, confirmed that the increment in students' achievement through SI is 
shown to be a success in the university and globally, both in academics and other areas. Hence, 
increment in students' achievement, retention of students and increased graduation output 
are additional advantages of why SI should be given priority in universities.  SI enhances 
students' academic performance generally and has been proven to be effective when 
compared to those who attend tutorials and those who do not. This study analysed the two 
possible successes suggested for implementing SI in universities; the reduction of students' 
dropout rate and the increase of students' pass rate.  The researcher agrees that the success 
of SI through tutorial sessions has shown to be helpful. Many students were said to have 
performed beyond the average level in their academics, students who had thought of giving up 
on their careers due to university challenges got assistance from SI to finish, and students who 
were below average level were also enhanced to distinction level. Students who were 
appointed as tutors had gained more experience both as tutors and students, their confidence 
enhanced, communication skills improved and increased student achievement output. 
 
Based on the above findings, this study recommends that students, especially first-year 
students, be given more attention in their academics and other necessary support. Also, since 
first-year students are transiting to a new life in their academics, things like academic support 
system platform (SI, blackboard etc.) will be strange to them.  This study also revealed that the 
number of students who graduate yearly has increased due to SI intervention. Lastly, this study 
also recommends that the university needs to motivate first-year students to see reasons why 
they have to attend tutorial sessions. 
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