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Abstract
Various reasons may be advanced for conducting proficiency tests in academic literacy at 
higher education institutions. The Standardised Assessment Test for Access and Placement 
(SATAP) aims at determining the academic literacy skills that entry-level students should dem-
onstrate as a predictor of their preparedness and success in tertiary education. At the CPUT 
the test was written by first year students in the Business Faculty as a means of identifying 
students who might need academic intervention in order to cope with their studies.

The present study investigated whether the SATAP test is a reasonable predictor of academic 
literacy abilities. The quantitative methodology of data collection, that is, the Swedish ratings 
of the matriculation examination results were compared with the scores obtained in the SATAP 
test and their first semester results. A correlations analysis and other statistical techniques 
were computed using the SPSS package. This study was limited to five groups of students in 
the Business Faculty.

The findings indicate that the SATAP test is actually adequate for assessing and predicting 
future academic performance of first year students at tertiary institutions, albeit with certain 
qualifications.

InTRODUCTIOn

Testing and assessments are synonymous with determining progress in education. 
Irrespective of the purpose of a test, be it formative, summative or diagnostic, the 
aim of testing is to determine the test taker’s ability to perform at a specific level in a 
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specific discipline. The test that forms the focus of this article has been introduced to 
determine whether a student is deemed competent to respond to the reading, thinking 
and reasoning demands required of a first year student entering a higher education 
institution, that is, whether a student displays the ability to cope with the academic 
literacy skills required at first year level. The Standardised Assessment Test for Selec-
tion and Placement (SATAP) is aimed at identifying students who might be at risk of 
under-performance and provides an opportunity for institutional interventions such as 
foundation programmes or intensive tutorials. Therefore, in essence, the test is admin-
istered for diagnostic reasons.

According to Weideman (2003, 56) most institutions in South Africa have introduced 
some form of diagnostic and selection tests in response to the concern about the aca-
demic literacy levels of first year students. A lack of proficiency in academic literacy 
could put students at risk of not completing their courses in the minimum time, which 
in turn has cost implications for the institution as well as the student. This apparent 
positive link between proficiency in academic literacy and academic success is sup-
ported by literature that suggests that ‘academic language proficiency is linked closely 
to academic performance’ (Weideman 2003, 56). Against this background, this article 
sets out to determine whether the SATAP test is a reasonable predictor of academic 
success in certain diploma groups at the Bellville campus of the Cape Peninsula Uni-
versity of Technology.

AssUMPTIOns AnD OBJECTIVE

Assumptions

The following assumptions underpinned this analysis in order to determine the value 
of the SATAP test as a reasonable predictor of academic success for first year higher 
education students:
•	 Students who obtained low Swedish ratings for their senior certificate results will 

be likely to perform poorly in the SATAP test and will be most unlikely to cope 
with academic work at first year tertiary level;

•	 Students who have been considered at risk according to the SATAP test results, per 
diploma group, would most likely not be able to cope with the demands of academic 
work at first year tertiary level;

•	 The SATAP test would not be a reasonable predictor of students’ ability to cope 
with first year tertiary academic work.

Objective

To determine whether the results of the SATAP test could be applied to reasonably 
predict the academic performance of first year students in the Business Faculty at the 
Bellville campus of the Cape Peninsula University of Technology.
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THE COnTEXT Of sATAP

The central tenets of the SATAP to be discussed are threefold: (1) the SATAP needs to 
be fore-grounded against the current debate on the need for proficiency tests in higher 
education in South Africa, (2) the concept and context of academic proficiency that 
informs the test and (3) the outline and test qualities of SATAP.

Proficiency tests in higher education in south Africa

Griesel (2006, 5) outlines assumptions that underpin the need for benchmarking entry 
level proficiencies to higher education study. Firstly, school-leaving results might 
sometimes give an inaccurate reflection of a student’s intellectual ability. The variability 
in the Swedish ratings that students obtain for admission into the various diplomas 
renders it imperative to have one test that accurately assesses the academic literacy 
skills of entry-level students. Secondly, variability in student diversity ranges from 
linguistic and cultural diversity to the rural/urban, advantaged/disadvantaged divide 
that undeniably impacts on learner performance. ‘If higher education curricula are to 
be responsive to the needs of a changing profile of students higher education ought to 
have a full grasp of the nature of preparedness . . . or under-preparedness’ and what 
this diversity means for the institution (Griesel 2006, 5). Given the variable profile 
of students it not a given that all students who have obtained the senior certificate are 
ready and able to meet the demands and challenges of higher education. To this end, an 
academic literacy test should be deemed imperative in providing insight into the intel-
lectual profile and academic readiness of students. Appropriate and timely interventions 
based on the results and analysis of such tests could have far-reaching positive and 
financial implications for (1) the individual by becoming economically productive, (2) 
for the institutions by improving through-put rates and subsidies and (3) for the country 
as a whole by contributing to the economic advancement in South Africa.

Proficiency tests such as SATAP are used at various institutions of higher learning 
in South Africa. In addition to the SATAP test, the University of Cape Town has es-
tablished the Alternative Admissions Research Project (AARP), while the University 
of Pretoria has the Test of Academic Literacy Levels (Van Dyk and Weideman 2004, 
15). A combination of one or more of these tests is used by different higher educational 
institutions in South Africa. Recent statistics show that the SATAP and AARP tests 
‘process about 78 196 scripts annually, which represents approximately 26 734 writers 
(Yeld 2006, 18) (Note that the 78 196 scripts include academic literacy, Mathematics 
literacy and Science literacy; while not all test-takers necessarily write all three tests, 
the academic literacy test is common to most academic disciplines).

Placement and selection tests are by no means unique to higher education in South 
Africa. The United States of America has seen an unprecedented number of students 
applying for limited places at colleges and universities. About 2.6 million students wrote 
one or more standardized assessment tests to qualify for admission, out of an annual 
high school graduating class of 3 million nationally (Greene and Greene 2004). As is 
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the case in South Africa, the US institutions have varying entrance examination and 
admission policies. While the standardized tests are considered a mandatory admission 
requirement at most institutions where students have to compete for places, the ‘sectar-
ian, proprietary or less selective public and private institutions of higher education are 
experimenting with different approaches to entrance requirements’ (Greene and Greene 
2004). The common factor, though, is that students have to take some sort of test as a 
measure of predicting academic success at tertiary level. It is indeed interesting to note 
that in the US the families and parents of prospective students are conversant with the 
nature and implications of the test and test results respectively. As stated by Greene 
and Greene (2004) ‘to increase your pool of qualified and interested applicants, you 
need to establish a long-term relationship with parents and students, and help the latter 
to meet the requirements you have in place’.

An indication of the urgency and importance of determining the academic prepared-
ness of entry-level students, the former South African Universities Vice-Chancellors 
Association (SAUVCA) and the Committee of Technikon Principals (CTP) approved 
the proposal of a National Benchmark Test (NBT) which is currently in the process 
of being designed, revised and piloted for use in January 2008. Benchmarks are an 
indication of the expected level (of academic proficiency) that students should attain 
and that all learners should reach by certain grade levels (university entrance level). It 
is a ‘point of reference for evaluating and monitoring the adequacy of achievements 
and educational development of learners’ (Foxcroft 2006, 7). There are distinct com-
monalities between the purpose of the SATAP and the NBT. According to Griesel 
(2006, 4), both tests aim to:
•	 Assess entry-level academic proficiency of students;
•	 Assess the relationship between entry level proficiencies and school level exit out-

comes;
•	 Inform the nature of academic intervention and curriculum responsiveness.

Proficiency tests for placement and selection have become accepted practice at most 
higher educational institutions in South Africa. However, it should be noted that the 
tests are not designed to promote exclusivity and snobbery denoting that higher edu-
cation is meant for a select few. On the contrary, many institutions administer the test 
after registration in order to identify and provide academic assistance to those students 
whose results show that they might be under-prepared for first year tertiary studies. The 
results of a proficiency test provide valuable data of student intellectual and academic 
profiles, which act as a basis for curriculum design and inform teaching and learning 
methodology.

The concept and context of academic proficiency

The term ‘proficiency’, with reference to language use in context, has a variety of 
meanings and connotations. According to Bachman (1990, 16) the traditional view of 
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language proficiency referred to the knowledge, competence or the ability to use a lan-
guage. Subsequently, ‘communicative competence’, ‘communicative language ability’ 
and ‘communicative proficiency’ have all been used to refer to language proficiency.

Bachman (1990, 4) views academic proficiency within the context of communica-
tive ability. Communicative ability goes beyond the simple transfer of information; 
it requires ‘dynamic interaction between the situation, the language user and the dis-
course’. In a sense, ‘learning in higher education involves adapting to new ways of 
knowing: new ways of understanding, interpreting and organising knowledge’ (Lea 
and Street 1998, 157). This view of academic proficiency underpins the basic tenet of 
the SATAP, to determine students’ ability to engage with texts at a deeper level than 
merely extracting meaning at sentence level. The test is designed to determine whether 
students are able to make inferences, form and express opinions, employ critical think-
ing and reading skills, to form arguments and establish an individual point of view. 
Academic proficiency refers to the full ambit of literary academic demands, that is, 
‘new ways of knowing’ placed on students who enter tertiary institutions. In line with 
Bachman’s (1990) idea of communicative ability, students should be able to demon-
strate competence in language usage and display the requisite thinking and reasoning 
skills as demanded by the discourse of the discipline.

The aim of the SATAP is not to assess language proficiency in the narrow sense of 
general language (English) ability but to determine whether students can use English 
beyond the operational level of correct grammar usage. Language usage, that is, Eng-
lish, is the vehicle for extracting and making meaning.

According to Chudowsky and Pellegrino (2003), if large scale testing is meant to 
be diagnostic and support learning there should be greater clarity of the underlying 
constructs and the aspects of thinking and learning that form the focus of assessment. 
The problem of ‘what to assess’ has been fore-grounded in Chudowsky and Pellegrino’s 
(2004) research. They maintain that there is a lack of clarity about the underlying 
constructs to be assessed. ‘Construct’ in this context is defined as ‘the competency or 
aspect of thinking and learning that one is aiming to assess’. Current research indicates 
that the focal point of assessment should include critical thinking and problem-solving. 
As is the case with the SATAP, identifying the constructs and developing an assess-
ment instrument that adequately measures proficiency in these constructs has proved 
to be challenging.

For a proficiency test to be authentic and meaningful, the contextualised approach 
to language usage should be employed. How students negotiate meaning from a text 
and employing a level of language competence that leads to understanding is what 
is aimed at with a test of this nature. To this end and as asserted by Cliff and Yeld 
(2006, 22), ‘successful higher education study (is) associated with students who are 
able to’:
•	 Separate the thesis or topic statement from its supporting detail;
•	 Apply critical thinking and reasoning skills;
•	 Formulate an argument supported by evidence;
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•	 Note the structure of the text, organisation of ideas and how this relates to extracting 
meaning;

•	 Developing insights into a text, forming opinions and using information to add to 
a body of knowledge.

The SATAP test was developed with the above academic literacy skills as a back-
drop.

The outline of the sATAP

The two hour test consists of three reading passages with 60 multiple-choice ques-
tions that assess the ability to apply the various skills as given above. The theme of 
eco-tourism was chosen because it would not advantage sectors of students who might 
have prior in-depth knowledge of such content, that is, the topic is not included in any 
subject in the matric curriculum. A written component, consisting of a cloze and a 
paragraph, is included at the end of the test.

The general guidelines for interpreting the final test score are as follows:
Less than 30 per cent  These students might have serious difficulties with aca-

demic work;
30–40 per cent  It is advised that these students be placed on a foundation 

programme or extended curriculum;
40–55 per cent  These students might need targeted assistance on the 

mainstream curriculum;
Over 55 per cent  These students are unlikely to experience difficulties 

with academic work.

Given the social nature of education per se, the above guidelines are not conclusive as 
there are invariably other factors that impact on academic performance. It should be 
noted that the SATAP does not, in any way refute the senior certificate (matric) results. 
Instead, the matric and SATAP results should be complementary in determining which 
students need educational support to ‘adapt their practices to those of the university’ 
(Lea and Street 1998, 157).

METHODOLOGY

A combination of quantitative exploratory and descriptive (meta-analytical) research 
approaches were utilized in order to determine if the SATAP test was a reasonable 
predictor of academic success amongst first entering students in their first year of study 
at a tertiary educational institution. The study was exploratory because the research-
ers sought to examine the relatively new subject of academic literacy and the ability 
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to cope with university studies, in the first semester, amongst students as predicted 
by the SATAP test. According to Babbie and Mouton (2005, 79--80), this approach 
helps researchers to obtain approximate answers to questions where the impact or ef-
fect of a procedure has not been tested previously and also to develop new hypotheses 
about an existing phenomenon. On the other hand, the study was descriptive because 
the researchers wanted to provide a detailed description of what was observed about 
academic literacy and coping with university-level studies at the particular institution 
by undertaking certain correlation analyses.

Target population and sample

In South Africa, prior to 2003 when the National Department of Education began the 
process of merging certain tertiary institutions, two categories of institutions existed – 
those that have come to be known as the ‘historically advantaged institutions’ (HAIs) 
and the ‘historically disadvantaged institutions’ (HDIs). Generally, therefore, these 
institutions catered for students from distinct backgrounds. The former Peninsula 
Technikon based in Bellville and the site of the present study, which is now part of the 
new Cape Peninsula University of Technology, was one of such HDIs. This institution, 
along with some others, conducts the SATAP test to determine the extent of readiness 
for tertiary academic studies of their first entering students who largely come from 
previously disadvantaged educational, economic and social backgrounds.

The population comprised of all first year students at a particular campus of the 
university. However, a purposive sample was drawn from amongst the entire first year 
students in the Faculty of Business. This non-probability approach was adopted because 
the sample only comprised of a particular segment of the population of student at the 
target institution. A final sample of 300 participants was included from five diploma 
programmes within the faculty: Office Management and Technology, Marketing, Hu-
man Resource Management, Retail Management and Public Management.

Instrument

The SATAP test was the instrument used to collect data. The test measures the aca-
demic literacy competency/ability of first entering students to cope with tertiary level 
academic work. However, to be able to establish the relationships, scores obtained in 
the SATAP test were correlated with the participants’ Swedish Rating Points and the 
performance average of the first semester.

Procedure

On admission into the university at the beginning of 2006, all first entering undergradu-
ate students in the Faculty of Business wrote the SATAP test. Their scores on this test 
were recorded in a manner consistent with the national norms and standards for the 
test. However, for the purpose of the present research, only the scores obtained by the 
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students in the multiple choice component of the SATAP test were considered. The 
reasons for this choice are that this component is more objective and it covers all the 
attributes of interest in determining academic literacy ability of students to cope with 
tertiary education studies.

The next step was to obtain the students’ matriculation examination records and 
calculate their Swedish Rating scores. This system allocates numerical weights to the 
matriculation examination alphabetical symbols according to nationally determined 
criteria for subjects taken or passed at both the higher grade (HG) and standard grade 
(SG) examination levels (Jawitz and Scott 1997; Rhodes University 2007). Finally, the 
records of the performance of the students at the end of the first semester of studies at 
the university were obtained. The marks obtained in individual subjects were averaged 
to get the students’ overall average performance for the period.

To enable the researchers to make sense of these apparently disparate pieces of data, 
the researchers undertook various statistical analyses using the Statistical Package for 
the Social Sciences (SPSS) (Brace, Kemp and Snelgar 2000; McCormack and Hill 1997). 
These analyses were consistently carried out in order to test the earlier hypothesised 
relationships. Several demographic data (i.e., age, gender, home language, schooling 
language, the location of school attended and evidence of whether other family members 
had tertiary education) of the sample were sourced to enable the researchers with coming 
to a conclusion as to whether or not the SATAP test serves as a reasonable predictor of 
student’s academic literacy ability to cope with learning at the tertiary level.

DATA AnALYsIs AnD REsULTs

Demographic attributes of participants

Table 1: Age distribution of participants

Frequency Per cent Valid Per cent Cumulative Per 
cent

Valid 16--20 243 81.0 81.0 81.0

21--24 48 16.0 16.0 97.0

25 & above 9 3.0 3.0 100.0

Total 300 100.0 100.0  

Table 1 reveals that 243 (81%) of the participants in this research were between 16 
and 20 years of age. This information led to an assumption that the participants may 
have come straight out of high schools and would not have received any significant 
intervention before entering the tertiary education environment.
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Table 2: Participants’ gender

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative  
Percent

Valid Male 94 31.3 31.3 31.3

 Female 206 68.7 68.7 100.0

 Total 300 100.0 100.0  

The gender distribution of the participants is shown in Table 2. The majority (206 or 
68.7%) of the participants were female. This could be an indication that more females 
are admitted into the tertiary education environment, or at least, at this specific research 
site.

Table 3: Home language distribution of participants

 Frequency Percent Valid  
Percent

Cumulative 
Percent

Valid English 56 18.7 18.8 18.8

Afrikaans 100 33.3 33.6 52.3

Zulu Xhosa Swati 121 40.3 40.6 93.0

Sesotho Sepedi Setswana 15 5.0 5.0 98.0

Tsonga Shangan Venda 1 .3 .3 98.3

French Portuguese, other 4 1.3 1.3 99.7

23.00 1 .3 .3 100.0

Total 298 99.3 100.0  

Missing System 2 .7   

Total 300 100.0   

Table 3 clearly shows that English Language, the language of instruction at the research 
site, is clearly not the most frequently spoken home language of the participants as 
only about 19 per cent of the participants regularly use English at home. 

Table 4: schooling language

 Frequency Percent Valid  
Percent

Cumulative 
Percent

Valid English 205 68.3 69.7 69.7

Afrikaans 84 28.0 28.6 98.3

Other 5 1.7 1.7 100.0

Total 294 98.0 100.0  

Missing System 6 2.0   

Total 300 100.0   
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As can be seen from Table 4 the majority (205 or 68%) of the participants attended 
high schools where the primary language of instruction was English. About a quarter 
(84 or 28%) attended schools where the language of instruction was Afrikaans while 
the rest (11 or 4%) did not provide this information. 

Table 5: Location of participants’ high school

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 
Percent

Valid Urban 159 53.0 57.6 57.6

Rural 116 38.7 42.0 99.6

International 1 .3 .4 100.0

Total 276 92.0 100.0  

Missing System 24 8.0   

Total 300 100.0   

Table 5 shows that the High Schools of most (53%) of the participants were located in 
urban areas. However, it may be important to note that these may include peri-urban 
areas and informal settlements within, or in close proximity to, urban centres. It is, in 
fact, suspected that this may actually be the case. The Table also shows that 39% of 
the participants schooled in rural areas. 

Table 6:  Distribution indicating whether family members of participants had received 
tertiary education

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 
Percent

Valid Yes 130 43.3 43.5 43.5

 No 169 56.3 56.5 100.0

 Total 299 99.7 100.0  

Missing System 1 .3   

Total 300 100.0   

Table 6 shows that the majority (56%) of the family members of the participants had 
not received any tertiary education themselves. 
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Table 7: Participants’ matriculation examination English language score

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 
Percent

Valid Standard Grade Pass 8 2.7 3.2 3.2

HG English ‘F’ 20 6.7 8.1 11.3

HG English E 73 24.3 29.4 40.7

HG English ‘D’ 87 29.0 35.1 75.8

HG English ‘C’ 51 17.0 20.6 96.4

HG English ‘B’ 9 3.0 3.6 100.0

Total 248 82.7 100.0  

Missing System 52 17.3   

Total 300 100.0   

From Table 7, it can be seen that most of the participants obtained matriculation English 
Language scores (symbols) of ‘C’ to ‘F’.

TEsTInG Of AssUMPTIOns

The research data were subjected to different statistical analyses to determine the levels 
of relationships between the variables under investigation. This was done by testing 
each hypothesis as follows:

Assumption 1: Students who obtained low Swedish ratings for their senior certificate 
results will be likely to perform poorly in the SATAP test and will be most unlikely to 
cope with academic work at first year tertiary level – this was tested by undertaking a 
correlation and then descriptive statistical analyses of these variables (See Table 8).

Table 8:  Correlation co-efficient of participants swedish Rating Points, sATAP MCQ Test 
score and semester 1 Average Percentage

 Swedish 
Rating 
Points

SATAP MCQ 
Test Score

Semester 
1 Average 
Percentage

Swedish Rating Points Pearson Correlation 1 .465(**) .326(**)

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000

N 248 239 237

SATAP MCQ Test Score Pearson Correlation .465(**) 1 .368(**)

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000

N 239 289 268
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Semester 1 Average 
Percentage

Pearson Correlation .326(**) .368(**) 1

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  

N 237 268 276

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

The above correlation co-efficients indicates that there is a fairly and positive correla-
tion between the participants’ Swedish Rating Points and SATAP MCQ Scores (0.465) 
on the one hand, and the participants’ first semester performance average (0.326), on 
the other. This indicates that the assumption can not be rejected as there is a statisti-
cally significant relationship between the variables. A high Swedish Rating point will 
most certainly be reflected in improved SATAP score and a good performance in the 
first year of study at university. A further descriptive statistical analysis (Table 9) also 
reveals this relationship.

Table 9:  Descriptive statistics comparing swedish Ratings to sATAP scores and first 
semester Results

Swedish Rating Points SATAP MCQ Test 
Score

Sem1 Average 
Percentage

2.00 Mean 49.0000 47.0000

 N 1 1

 Std. Deviation . .

10.00 Mean 43.5000 54.0000

 N 2 2

 Std. Deviation 6.36396 5.65685

11.00 Mean 28.0000 41.0000

 N 1 1

 Std. Deviation . .

12.00 Mean 36.0000 42.0000

 N 1 1

 Std. Deviation . .

13.00 Mean 37.7500 51.7000

 N 4 4

 Std. Deviation 25.97916 9.50579

14.00 Mean 38.0000 54.4000

 N 4 5

 Std. Deviation 16.30951 15.63010

15.00 Mean 49.8000 40.7333
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 N 10 9

 Std. Deviation 11.83028 13.09733

16.00 Mean 46.0909 45.9300

 N 11 10

 Std. Deviation 13.76557 9.63812

17.00 Mean 44.5455 51.4818

 N 11 11

 Std. Deviation 11.65645 10.21047

18.00 Mean 42.7000 41.6000

 N 10 10

 Std. Deviation 16.60020 12.85129

19.00 Mean 49.7000 50.3000

 N 20 20

 Std. Deviation 12.00044 8.62127

20.00 Mean 51.7778 52.2778

 N 9 9

 Std. Deviation 15.09783 12.48777

21.00 Mean 59.4737 50.6895

 N 19 19

 Std. Deviation 13.05275 12.29087

22.00 Mean 52.0000 49.2500

 N 10 10

 Std. Deviation 13.31666 9.85396

23.00 Mean 52.9444 56.1941

 N 18 17

 Std. Deviation 15.58458 11.06698

24.00 Mean 56.4667 52.6400

 N 15 15

 Std. Deviation 9.97043 12.00362

25.00 Mean 51.7273 49.8182

 N 11 11

 Std. Deviation 16.14367 10.67200

26.00 Mean 56.7500 54.8923

 N 12 13

 Std. Deviation 13.38333 7.43028

27.00 Mean 58.4667 55.4867

 N 15 15

 Std. Deviation 16.59116 6.53309
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28.00 Mean 63.1429 60.2000

 N 14 14

 Std. Deviation 11.00250 7.86902

29.00 Mean 64.7143 60.5000

 N 7 7

 Std. Deviation 12.97066 6.29153

30.00 Mean 58.2500 50.8250

 N 4 4

 Std. Deviation 14.33818 7.80529

31.00 Mean 66.1000 60.3400

 N 10 10

 Std. Deviation 15.55242 6.29289

32.00 Mean 68.7143 51.4000

 N 7 7

 Std. Deviation 13.59797 3.05287

33.00 Mean 51.0000 62.3000

 N 2 2

 Std. Deviation 8.48528 4.66690

34.00 Mean 69.0000 71.3000

 N 1 1

 Std. Deviation . .

35.00 Mean 67.5000 55.0000

 N 4 3

 Std. Deviation 18.69938 10.14889

36.00 Mean 49.0000 41.2000

 N 1 1

 Std. Deviation . .

38.00 Mean 85.0000 42.0000

 N 1 1

 Std. Deviation . .

39.00 Mean 75.0000 58.0000

 N 1 1

 Std. Deviation . .

41.00 Mean 89.0000 68.0000

 N 1 1

 Std. Deviation . .

42.00 Mean 67.0000 59.0000

 N 1 1
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 Std. Deviation . .

46.00 Mean 75.0000 71.0000

 N 1 1

 Std. Deviation . .

Total Mean 54.6234 52.4422

 N 239 237

 Std. Deviation 15.58874 10.86127

Assumption 2: Students who have been considered at risk according to the SATAP 
test results would most likely not be able to cope with the demands of academic work 
at first year tertiary level – a descriptive statistical analysis was undertaken to test this 
hypothesis (see Table 10).

Table 10:  Descriptive statistics comparing performance in the sATAP test by band with perfor-
mance in 1st semester as represented by percentage average for the semester

SATAP MCQ Test 
Score

Mean N Std. Deviation

13.00 43.0000 1 .

16.00 30.0000 1 .

18.00 44.0000 1 .

23.00 56.3333 3 7.63763

25.00 44.5000 2 .70711

26.00 60.0000 1 .

28.00 36.2500 4 16.72075

30.00 49.0000 3 7.00000

31.00 52.5000 5 5.93717

33.00 46.2000 4 10.34859

34.00 48.0500 6 4.40625

36.00 39.0000 7 9.62635

38.00 39.0400 5 10.04530

39.00 52.6500 8 7.07975

40.00 40.0000 1 .

41.00 50.8000 5 11.51955

43.00 49.3333 9 5.67891

44.00 53.0000 9 8.32166

45.00 65.6000 1 .

46.00 51.5647 17 10.05472

48.00 48.8571 7 10.94575
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49.00 52.8000 9 8.26801

50.00 61.0000 1 .

51.00 52.3833 12 8.89840

52.00 45.7333 9 10.94943

54.00 55.8615 13 10.11513

56.00 52.5400 10 14.85517

57.00 49.3111 9 5.74531

58.00 67.1000 1 .

59.00 57.7500 4 7.93200

61.00 57.0857 14 10.40650

62.00 52.9125 8 7.62354

63.00 58.0000 1 .

64.00 58.6800 10 10.63127

66.00 70.5000 2 4.94975

67.00 58.5300 10 14.39167

69.00 54.4600 5 19.56548

70.00 55.0750 4 11.12456

72.00 59.9143 7 6.23844

74.00 57.6000 10 10.18932

75.00 55.6875 8 13.13376

77.00 53.4500 4 3.36799

78.00 51.0000 1 .

79.00 56.8000 5 3.56371

80.00 50.5000 2 .70711

84.00 64.5000 3 8.78920

85.00 42.0000 1 .

87.00 64.0000 1 .

89.00 68.0000 1 .

90.00 65.0000 3 7.00000

Total 52.8377 268 10.94295

The above assumption was also not rejected by the data analysis as it showed that 
performance of the participants did indeed show an improvement the higher the level 
of their SATAP score. This analysis was done according to a band or class interval of 
10 per cent. Therefore the results indicated that those participants at risk according to 
the SATAP test results were actually revealed to be unable to cope with the demands 
of academic work at first year tertiary level; thus, there is a significant relationship 
between SATAP score and academic performance at university. A Table 11 summarizing 
the bands and their first semester performance is presented according to percentages.
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Table 11:  Comparison between sATAP MCQ Test score and 1st semester performance 
according to band

Band SATAP score First Semester 
Average

Percentage Pass Percentage Fail Number of 
Participants

A 13--30 45.25 25 75 16

B 31--40 45.14 30 70 36

C 41--50 53.63 87 13 58

D 51--60 53.83 60 31 58

E 61--70 57.75 100 0 54

F 71--80 54.43 100 0 37

G 81--90 59.17 90 10 9

Total = 268

Assumption 3: The SATAP test would not be a reasonable predictor of students’ abil-
ity to cope with first year tertiary academic work – This assumption was analyzed by 
means of a simple one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)

Table 12: AnOVA of sATAP Test score vs semester 1 Results

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.

Between 
Groups

9989.890 49 203.875 2.022 .000

Within Groups 21982.840 218 100.839   

Total 31972.729 267    

The results obtained from this analysis (Table 12) indicate that the null hypothesis can 
be rejected (F=2.022, while Table critical value = p1.39). Therefore, p1.39 < 2.022. 
This means that the SATAP Test would be a reasonable predictor of students’ ability 
to cope with tertiary academic work.

DIsCUssIOn

From the results and findings of this research it is clear that the level of prepared-
ness for tertiary studies (as indicated by performance in the SATAP test) is related to 
how well first entering students perform in the first, and, possibly, subsequent years 
at university. This is consistent with Griesel’s (2006, 5) assumption that school leav-
ing results do not always translate to or point to how well students would perform at 
tertiary level. The correlational analysis also substantiated the previously articulated 
position of Greene and Greene (2004) that students need to undertake some kind of 
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proficiency assessment as a measure of predicting their academic success at tertiary 
level. However, this research did not explore the role that could be played by parents, 
the feeder secondary education system and other relevant parties in ensuring that the 
acceptable level of preparedness would have been attained by the time student arrived 
at the tertiary environment.

In considering the results of other studies on the prerequisite factors for tertiary 
education success of students by Cliff and Yeld (2006) and Lea and Street (1998), the 
findings of this research are not materially different; however, the emphasis differs. 
This research, one of the first to empirically evaluate the SATAP Test, provides an 
informed basis for the future improvement and utilisation of the test for intervention 
and support of first entering students in a university environment.

The findings give an indication that pertains to the test site and can therefore only 
be cautiously generalisable to other environments or populations. A number of limita-
tions and subsequent recommendations for further research have been identified in the 
context of this study. Firstly, the present research was conducted at a single site of a 
university. Future research could benefit from the demographic diversity that a larger 
population would afford. A second limitation of this research relates to the fact that 
the research did not actively seek to examine the role of specific demographic factors 
(i.e. gender, home language, language of instruction, location of school, etc.) on the 
level of preparedness of students.

RECOMMEnDATIOns

Based on the findings, the following are recommended:
•	 The Swedish Rating or an alternative composite test score could be considered as 

a possible measure of admission requirements. The findings indicate that students 
who had a rating of 23 points or more, on average, passed the first semester.

•	 It is recommended that a composite matric score be used complementary to the 
SATAP score to determine benchmarks for selection and placement.

•	 Students who are deemed to be at risk according to the SATAP guidelines, i.e. those 
students who achieved a SATAP score of between 30 per cent and 40 per cent should 
be placed on a foundation programme. The findings indicate that approximately 75 
per cent of students in this band failed the first semester.

•	 Since academic literacy skills are pivotal for academic success, academic literacy 
practices should be reinforced and consistent to ensure that students employ the 
required skills as needed by each discipline.

COnCLUsIOn

The need for academic proficiency tests in the current educational climate, as earlier 
highlighted, cannot be overemphasised. Given the expense to the student, the institution 
and the state in terms of finances, time and effort a reasonable measure should be in 
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place to determine the readiness of students for tertiary-level studies. As the findings 
of this study indicate, the results of these tests provide rich information on the profile 
of students and should not only be used for selection and placement but should inform 
curriculum design. Given that the comparative scores of matric and SATAP provide 
a reasonable probability of academic performance, lecturers would have insight into 
which students might need further tutorial assistance to succeed. To this end, the re-
sults of an academic proficiency test should lead to enhanced student performance and 
improved throughput rates.

It should be noted, however, that the findings of this research pertain to this test site 
only. A caveat is extended that the above findings would not necessarily be consistent with 
findings from other populations or environments. Although the SATAP comprises the posi-
tive test qualities of reliability, validity and authenticity we cannot assume that proficiency 
tests would conclusively predict the academic performance of students, hence the need for 
longitudinal empirical research of this nature. Given the exploratory nature of the present 
research, it is envisaged that future studies would provide more conclusive evidence of the 
relationship between proficiency test results and academic performance.
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APPEnDIX 1

InTERVIEW QUEsTIOns

Preamble to interview

The concept of restoring a culture of learning and teaching has been used loosely in 
South Africa. It was mainly understood to mean the absence of schoolgoing habits 
and values and a loss of faith by the school community in the benefits and legimacy 
of education. (CCOLT report 1996, 2)

At the beginning of the 1990’s the government started focusing on what they called the 
‘crises in education’ mainly in the schooling sector. The crises was reflected in the lack 
of schools, the disrepair of existing schools, overcrowded classrooms, high drop-out and 
failure rate, lack of suitable qualified teachers and a low level of literacy and numeracy. 
The struggle against Bantu education have destroyed the culture of learning, and led to 
a gradual erosion of the need to learn. There was a feeling that education had no value. 
(Essop 1992, 2) This is evident in the adoption of the student movement slogan ‘liberation 
before education’ (Essop 1992, 4).

1. What is your understanding of a ‘culture of teaching and learning’?
 As a result of this all sectors within, the education system has been undergoing rapid 

and massive changes from 1994. There have been policy changes which impacted on 
the system in various ways. In the entire system there have been radical changes to the 
ways in which knowledge, understanding and skills are passed onto students. In Higher 
Education the agenda focus became the quality of teaching. There has been much talk 
of excellence in teaching, but in most cases, there is no clearly defined explanation of 
exactly what this excellence involve and why. (Evans and Abbott 1998, 2).

 One way in which universities have tackled the challenge is to initiate mechanisms 
for developing skills and expertise of staff which will equip them better to under-
take the demands of their new roles and new ways of working.

2. How has your institution addressed the building of such a culture in the post-
apartheid (since 1994) period?

3. Is there a unit/department at your institution which deals with issues of teaching 
and learning?

4. What is it called?
5. How is it organized?
6. What services are offered?
7. How are services advertised to its clients/potential users?
8. How would you rate the use of the service offered by the unit since its inception?
9. If a website is used, what kind of presence does the unit have on the university 

website?
10. In your opinion what has been the impact the activities of this unit/department on 

the institutional culture of teaching and learning.
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