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				Leading and managing an induction programme for first-year students at a higher education institution in South Africa

				Abstract 

				The transition into higher education represents a pivotal stage in the academic journey of first-year students, marked by significant social and academic changes. These adjustments often expose readiness gaps that can impede student success in this new environment. To address these challenges, higher education institutions frequently implement induction programmes designed to prepare students for their new surroundings. This article critically evaluates the induction programme for first-year students at a private higher education institution through a qualitative case study approach within an interpretivist paradigm. The study scrutinises the influence of distributed, servant, and transformational leadership in fostering an effective, collaborative, and adaptable learning environment. Through interviews with six managerial-level participants, the research delves into the complex dynamics of managing these programmes, underscoring the essential role of leadership in enhancing programme efficacy. Key emerging themes include leadership and management strategies, engagement challenges, feedback mechanisms, and programme structure, all of which are crucial in shaping the induction experience for new students.

				Keywords: first-year students; higher institution; induction programme; leading; managing

				Introduction 

				Transitioning from secondary school to higher education is critical in a student’s academic journey. This period involves a significant shift in the learning environment, marked by increased complexity and greater autonomy. Williams and Roberts (2023) found that students face challenges related to their geographical, social, and academic environments during this transition. Visser and Van Zyl (2013) noted that this readiness gap can lead to difficulties with time management, study skills, academic writing, and self-directed learning, prompting higher education institutions to implement induction programmes to prepare students better. Gosai, Tuibeqa and Prasad (2023) explained that while institutions recognise these challenges, some lack 
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				commitment to helping students overcome them. While some institutions respond reactively, exacerbating first-year students’ difficulties (Bengeasi et al., 2022), Williams and Roberts (2023) argue that institutions need tailored induction programmes to meet the specific needs of their student cohorts. 

				The transition into higher education presents academic, social, and emotional challenges for first-year students. These challenges can negatively affect student engagement, retention, and overall academic success. In response, many institutions implement induction programmes to support students during this critical period. However, the effectiveness of such programmes does not rely solely on their content, but significantly on how they are managed and led. This study evaluates the management and leadership of the induction programme at a private higher education institution, PHEI A, by identifying best practices and areas for improvement to strengthen the programme and its delivery.

				We framed our research using three research questions, and these are: 

				What are the critical factors and practices contributing to the effective leadership and management of an induction programme for first-year students transitioning into higher education?

				What are the induction programme’s key components and best practices under review?

				What strategies can be employed to improve the leadership and management of the induction programme under review?

				Leadership and management styles 

				2.1	Transformational leadership

				Brown, Brown and Nandedkar (2019) describe transformational leadership in education as creating a collective vision, fostering innovation, and encouraging stakeholder collaboration to improve the educational environment and enrich student learning. They emphasise that transformational leadership prioritises the well-being of both staff and students by engaging them with a compelling vision and fostering a strong sense of responsibility. Owusu-Agyeman (2021) argues that a meaningful vision is the cornerstone of transformational leadership, driving teams toward exceptional achievements and fostering collective commitment towards successful programmes. He asserts that transformational leadership aims for sustainable success by challenging team members to reach their full potential while promoting a culture of innovation and continuous improvement within the organisation.

				2.2	Servant leadership

				Kiersch and Peters (2017) define servant leadership in education as prioritising students’ needs through selflessness, empathy, and a commitment to personal and academic growth, creating a positive and inclusive learning environment. They highlight that servant leadership empowers employees and students by providing mentorship, resources, and opportunities for development. Anderson and Sun (2017) assert that servant leadership can enhance satisfaction among employees and students. Pawar, Sudan, Satini and Sunarsi (2020) emphasise the importance of a clear organisational vision, guiding leaders and teams towards a shared purpose. They state that servant leaders must commit to fostering autonomy among staff and students as servant leadership seeks to facilitate positive change by serving the best interests of all stakeholders within the institution (Aboramadan et.al, 2020).
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				2.3	Distributed leadership

				Youngs (2017) describes distributed leadership as delegating responsibilities and decision-making across individuals and teams, focusing on collaboration to achieve institutional goals and improve effectiveness. Anderson and Sun (2017) highlight that distributed leadership fosters a collaborative culture, advancing staff into leadership roles and prioritising the welfare of employees and students. Youngs (2017) also notes that this leadership style correlates with higher satisfaction among employees and students, as it values employees’ active participation in decision-making, positively impacting student outcomes. According to Harris et al. (2022), a clear vision unites team members towards common goals, enhancing their shared sense of purpose and direction. Harvey and Jones (2021) underscore that distributed leadership fosters collaboration, enabling all members to actively contribute and take responsibility for their roles. Harris and colleagues (2022) further explain that this approach is committed to long-term success and positive organisational change.

				Leadership styles such as transformational, servant, and distributed leadership are fundamentally committed to empowering team members, granting autonomy, and fostering sustainable success and positive organisational change. These approaches emphasise collaboration, innovation, and continuous improvement, ensuring that empowered individuals contribute to a thriving, adaptive organisation. Transformational leadership emphasises an influential leader who inspires and motivates the team (Brown et al., 2019). In contrast, Anderson and Sun (2017) highlight that distributed leadership involves collectively sharing responsibilities, dispersing decision-making among team members. Kiersch and Peters (2017) describe servant leadership as prioritising the needs and well-being of followers. Leaders influence decisions, primarily considering the followers’ best interests (Pawar et al.). Owusu-Agyeman (2021) and Harris et al. (2022) further contrast transformational and distributed leadership by noting the centralisation of decision-making in the former and its dispersion in the latter. In summary, while transformational leadership centralises authority to inspire and drive change, servant and distributed leadership decentralise power to prioritise followers’ needs and collective decision-making, fostering a more inclusive and adaptive organisational culture.

				2.4	Social challenges faced by first-year students

				Literature indicates that students entering higher education for the first time face significant challenges adapting to the cultural environment. Armstrong (2015) points out that differences in language, customs, and social norms can create a sense of isolation among students. According to McCann et al. (2019), higher education institutions must provide support frameworks to manage cultural differences, ensuring all students’ needs are met. The importance of addressing these challenges to create an inclusive and welcoming atmosphere that promotes social integration is, according to Worsley et al. (2021), vital.

				Higher education exposes students to diverse social interactions, crucial for identity formation, but also leads to peer pressure as students navigate social norms. McCann, King and Luzeckyj (2019) advocate for creating inclusive environments where students with shared interests can connect, fostering belonging and social integration. Institutions are responsible for facilitating such connections (Cage et al., 2021), and Worsley and colleagues (2021) suggest that universities should promote diverse clubs and activities to help students find like-minded peers. Financial strain and economic hardships also affect social integration and may cause distraction, emotional stress and social isolation (Cage et al. 2021). Furthermore, Worsley 
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				et al. (2021) emphasise that social isolation can lead to missed networking opportunities, impacting career prospects and exacerbating financial strain.

				2.5	Academic challenges

				The reviewed literature underlines that students initiating their journey into higher education contend with building academic confidence and forging an academic identity. Indeed, some students encounter feelings of inadequacy, impeding the cultivation of a confident academic identity, making accepting diverse learning styles imperative for academic success (Cage et al., 2021). McCann, King and Luzeckyj (2019) observe that first-year students may not be accustomed to receiving constructive feedback, highlighting the need for a growth mindset and the capacity to integrate feedback for ongoing improvement. Furthermore, they explain that students are often unaware of the “unwritten” academic rules, such as engaging with lecturers and actively contributing to class discussions, which can hinder their academic integration.

				Scholars emphasise the elevated academic standards in higher education compared to earlier schooling, posing significant challenges for transitioning students. Armstrong (2015) highlights the need to develop critical thinking skills, a significant hurdle as students must analyse and synthesise complex information. McCann, King and Luzeckyj (2019) additionally discuss the shift towards academic independence, requiring students to manage their time, set priorities, and engage proactively in their learning. Students are pressured to adapt to diverse teaching methods, assessment styles, and disciplinary approaches (Cage et al., 2021). Gale and Parker (2014) further indicate that students must negotiate heightened academic expectations, which demand a more rigorous approach to independent study and academic performance.

				According to the literature, cultural and linguistic challenges also impact students transitioning to higher education. McCann, King and Luzeckyj (2019) point out that cultural dynamics affect the academic experience, with classroom etiquette and participation expectations potentially causing cultural dissonance, while Cage et al. (2021) highlight the difficulty of mastering academic writing conventions, especially for students with different linguistic backgrounds. The challenges of unfamiliar academic norms like citation practices and plagiarism can impede seamless academic integration (Worsley et al., 2021). Balancing multiple academic demands is a significant challenge, according to McCann, King and Luzeckyj (2019), who stress the difficulty of managing work and study, particularly for students with part-time jobs or other commitments. While group work dynamics can be challenging due to differing working styles and interpersonal conflicts (Cage et.al, 2021), Worsley et.al (2021) highlight the stress of examinations and the need for effective coping strategies.

				Students also face the challenge of building academic confidence and identity, and feelings of inadequacy can hinder the development of a confident academic identity, stressing the importance of accepting diverse learning styles for academic success (Cage et.al, 2021). Along these lines, McCann, King and Luzeckyj (2019) observe that first-year students may struggle with constructive feedback, underscoring the need for a growth mindset to integrate feedback for continuous improvement. Armstrong (2015) also points to the volume of coursework contributing to overwhelming students, and the need to develop strong time management and organisational skills. Finally, McCann, King and Luzeckyj (2019) introduce the concept of distributed leadership as a strategic response to the multifaceted challenges faced by first-generation university students. This notion aligns with Harvey and Jones (2021), 
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				who define distributed leadership as the shared distribution of decision-making and leadership responsibilities across individuals within an organisation. McCann, King and Luzeckyj (2019) argue that enabling ownership of specific tasks among students can help mitigate these challenges, promoting a more supportive learning environment.

				Our literature review revealed students’ multifaceted challenges during their transition into higher education, categorising them into social and academic domains. Social challenges, such as isolation, cultural adjustment, peer pressure, and financial strain, intertwine with academic challenges like adapting to higher standards, cultural and linguistic disparities, and the imperative for effective time management. This comprehensive understanding highlights the complexity of the transition process, emphasising the need for holistic support. 

				2.6	The management of the transitional phase of first-year students

				Research on student transitions into higher education highlights common themes across multiple studies that emphasise mentorship and student wellness, and advocate for comprehensive support systems that address academic and personal well-being (McCann et.al, 2019; Worsley et.al, 2021; Cage et.al, 2021)

				The literature underscores the importance of managing transitions, focusing on mental health, social integration, and academic integration. Using Burnett’s student experience model (2007) and the Briggs, Clarke, and Hall (BCH) model (2012) as frameworks, Gale and Parker (2014) integrate these dimensions within the stages of induction, developing, and becoming. Worsley et.al (2021), also guided by Burnett’s model, advocate for disrupting stereotypes and employing creative approaches. They stress the value of small group interactions during induction to prevent students from feeling lost, highlighting the importance of personalised attention for a smooth transition.

				Figure 1:	Burnetts Student Experience Model. 

				Source:	Burnett (2007).
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				Figure 2:	Briggs, Clarke and Hall model (Briggs, Clark, & Hall, 2012, p. 14)

				2.7	Enhancing transition through student support

				Considering the BCH model of mapping student identity (2012), Armstrong (2015) advocates for a proactive approach, suggesting that key areas be established during the pre-transition phase. This foresight provides students with a preview of expectations and guides career choices. Armstrong emphasises the importance of comprehensive support during the first year, recognising its formative impact on a student’s transition and academic journey. McCann, King and Luzeckyj (2019), referencing the BCH model, adopt a pastoral approach, focusing on challenges faced by first-generation students. They highlight that these students navigate uncharted territory, dealing with family expectations, cultural nuances, and academic unfamiliarity, requiring personalised guidance and empathetic support. Authors like Cage et.al (2021) similarly draw on the BCH model, advocating for an inclusive culture, an extended transition period, and robust student support networks.

				2.8	Higher education leadership

				The prevailing literature underscores a dominant emphasis on servant leadership within higher education, acknowledging the relevance of transformational and distributed leadership models. Servant leadership emerges as a foundational approach for fostering meaningful student-staff relationships and cultivating a supportive academic culture rooted in empathy 
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				and connection by integrating students’ living and working environments (Worsley et al., 2021). This aligns with Kiersch and Peters’ (2017) framework, highlighting psychological support and holistic well-being as central tenets of servant leadership. The model’s commitment to individualised care involves tailored mentoring strategies for first-generation students, addressing personal needs and approach (Pawar et al., 2020; McCann et al., 2019). Similarly, Cage and colleagues (2021) and Aboramadan, Dahleez and Hamad (2020) reinforce the value of sustained developmental support, positioning servant leadership as a continuous, student-centred philosophy.

				In contrast, transformational leadership is championed for its capacity to guide students through transitional phases by inspiring proactive engagement and systemic change. Armstrong (2015) emphasises the importance of structured support during key academic transitions, including pre-entry preparation and first-year integration, which are critical for student retention. Such a proactive, future-oriented stance characterises transformational leadership as inherently multifaceted and dynamic (Brown et al., 2019). The role of transformational leaders in forging collaborative partnerships is emphasised, arguing that such leadership fosters institutional transformation through inclusive and strategic action (Cage et al., 2021; Ndlovu et al., 2018; Brown et al., 2019). These perspectives position transformational leadership as a catalyst for individual student success and broader systemic reform.

				Theoretical framework that undergirded this study 

				We used Burnett’s student experience model and the BCH model of mapping identity to position our study. The Burnett student experience model primarily focuses its attention on first-year students; however, it offers a broader and more comprehensive perspective by conceptualising the transitional process as an interconnected continuum of experiences that traverse the entire duration of a higher education qualification, encompassing the journey from first year to final year (Burnett, 2007). Burnett’s student experience model offers critical insights, particularly in evaluating the longitudinal impact of the induction programme on student readiness and adaptation to higher education. 

				Briggs, Clarke, and Hall (2012) formulated a conceptual model that identifies and connects essential organisational factors in managing the student experience. According to Briggs et.al (2012), these factors fall within the horizon of influence for university administrators, academic staff, and school contacts. This model explains the mechanisms that foster the growth and maturation of learner identity (Briggs et.al. 2012). Identifying key organisational factors that shape the student experience in this model provides a framework for understanding how the leadership and management of the induction programme can influence student adaptation and identity formation in higher education. 

				The spotlight on managing student transitions emerges as a pivotal theme in the academic discourse. The holistic approach scholars advocate addresses mental health, social integration, and academic adaptation, informed by theoretical frameworks. The diversity of strategies proposed, ranging from mentorship programmes to systematic frameworks, aligns with various leadership styles, including servant, transformational, and distributed leadership. The convergence of these strategies underscores the collective recognition of the holistic nature of the transition process, emphasising the necessity for comprehensive support systems, mentorship, and effective leadership to facilitate successful transitions. 
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				Servant leadership emerges as one of the prevalent trends in higher education leadership, characterised by a commitment to understanding and meeting the unique needs of individual followers. In essence, the literature synthesis reveals a nuanced understanding of the challenges and management strategies related to student transitions into higher education, with a collective recognition of the holistic nature of the transition process. The convergence of approaches emphasises the importance of comprehensive support systems, mentorship, and effective leadership styles in facilitating successful transitions and enhancing the overall student experience in higher education.

				Research methodology 

				4.1	Research paradigm 

				We grounded our study within the interpretivist paradigm and central to this paradigm are the values and contexts of participants, acknowledging the cultural, circumstantial, and historical variations that shape diverse social realities (Burrell & Morgan, 2019; Pervin & Mokhtar, 2022) According to Alharahsheh and Pius (2020), the interpretivist paradigm integrates various factors, including participants’ experiences, to articulate reality based on researchers’ assumptions and beliefs. They argue that this paradigm allows researchers to view the research context and its unique circumstances as distinctive, considering the specific conditions and participants involved. In agreement, Burrell and Morgan (2019) highlight that researchers must understand, explain, and clarify the subjective interpretations of participants, who should provide expert reasoning when analysing data to provide meaningful insights into the research topic. We ensured that these principles were adhered to in this research. 

				4.2	Research approach and design

				We employed a qualitative research approach aligned with the interpretivist paradigm. A case study method was chosen for its in-depth examination of a specific case within its real-life context, using various data sources (Piekkari & Welch, 2018). This study focused on the induction programme at PHEI A, aiming to understand the experiences of individuals involved in its leadership and management.

				4.3	Sampling

				The participants for this study were purposively selected. Campbell and colleagues (2020) indicate that researchers employ purposive sampling to select participants with specific qualities or knowledge that can significantly enhance the research project. They further indicate that in case study research, the selection of the participants should closely align with the study’s objectives. As this study focused on examining leadership and management aspects within the context of the induction programme for PHEI A, six participants were purposively selected based on the following criteria: occupational position: eligible participants had to hold positions within the organisation that encompass managerial and leadership responsibilities. Expertise in the induction programme: participants were required to possess an extensive understanding of the induction programme that is the subject of investigation, which ensured that they were able to provide insightful and nuanced insights into the programme’s dynamics and functioning. Diverse organisational levels: the selected sample included individuals occupying managerial and leadership roles at various organisational levels. 
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				PHEI A has 25 people who work on the induction programme. A sample size of 6 participants comprised one senior manager from the head office, four middle managers from different campuses and one co-ordinator responsible for junior management functions. By adhering to these established criteria, we assembled a purposive sample that offered a comprehensive and well-informed perspective on the leadership and management aspects of the induction programme under scrutiny.

				4.4	Context of our study

				The selected institution is a private higher education institution established in 2019. The institution has a head office in the Western Cape and campuses in Gauteng, Kwa-Zulu Natal, and the Western Cape. The institution offers 54 programmes spread across seven schools. The overarching management and administration are centralised at the head office, which extends support to all campuses. At the head office, an academic division oversees various units, including teaching and learning, quality assurance, and the registrar’s office.

				In contrast, an operations division manages human resources, information technology, finance, and marketing. Each campus is led by a head of campus, responsible for operational matters, and a head of academics, overseeing all academic affairs. The teaching and learning unit at the head office houses the centre for academic success, responsible for the induction programme. Moreover, each campus hosts its own centre for academic success, supported collaboratively by the head office’s centre for academic success and the local campus management.

				4.5	Biographical information of participants

				Table 1.1:	Biographical information of participants

				
					Participant

				

				
					Gender

				

				
					Race classification 

				

				
					Position

				

				
					Years of experience in the Centre for Academic Success

				

				
					Participant 1

				

				
					F

				

				
					White

				

				
					Manager

				

				
					5 

				

				
					Participant 2

				

				
					F

				

				
					Indian

				

				
					Manager

				

				
					3

				

				
					Participant 3

				

				
					F

				

				
					Coloured

				

				
					Co-ordinator

				

				
					2

				

				
					Participant 4

				

				
					F

				

				
					White

				

				
					Manager

				

				
					3

				

				
					Participant 5

				

				
					F

				

				
					White

				

				
					Senior Manager

				

				
					5

				

				
					Participant 6

				

				
					F

				

				
					White

				

				
					Manager

				

				
					3

				

				4.6	Data collection and analysis

				This study employed individual semi-structured interviews for data generation. Merriam and Grenier (2019) recommend this method for qualitative research, emphasising its ability to elicit participants’ experiences, beliefs, and perspectives. Participants were individually approached and informed about the study’s purpose, role, the information sought, methodology, and time commitment. They were assured of voluntary participation, anonymity, and the right to withdraw. These details were communicated in writing, and consent forms were provided. Due to geographical dispersion, interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams, with cameras on to simulate face-to-face interaction.

				The data was analysed using thematic content analysis (TCA), which Clarke and Braun (2021) defined as identifying, analysing, and reporting themes from qualitative data to gain deeper insights. The analysis progressed by generating initial codes based on the data. 
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				Thematic coding, as described by Clarke and Braun (2021), involves organising coded data into categories or themes. This phase included creating themes from the initial codes and integrating diverse data sources to develop overarching themes, as Vaismoradi and Snelgrove (2019) recommended. Once themes were established, the researchers identified overarching themes within the dataset, ensuring accuracy and refinement for accurate representation (Clarke & Braun, 2021; Creswell & Creswell, 2017). The final step involved a comprehensive review to validate the accuracy of these themes and ensure all data were accurately represented.

				4.7	Issues of trustworthiness employed in our study

				In this study, the utilisation of triangulation and the establishment of credibility enhance trustworthiness. Stahl and King (2020) elaborate on triangulation, which involves collecting data from various sources to validate findings, thereby maintaining the study’s trustworthiness. In this study, leaders and managers at various levels were interviewed to fortify the trustworthiness of research outcomes through triangulation involving a comprehensive analysis and synthesis of interview responses. This was aimed at generating confidence by corroborating evidence from multiple sources. In alignment with ethical standards, the researchers were granted written permission on two levels to conduct this investigation - firstly, from the affiliation institution’s faculty ethics committee (certificate number SEM 2 - 2023 – 143) and secondly, the PHEI A granted permission in writing to conduct the research. These authorisations were diligently communicated to all prospective participants regarding the voluntary nature of their engagement and assuring their anonymity, thereby eliminating potential repercussions on their professional standing within the institution.

				Results and discussion 

				After completing the thematic content analysis, we identified four themes: leadership and management approaches; challenges in engagement; feedback and continuous assessment; and programme structure and content.

				5.1	Leadership and management approaches

				Participants, P1 and P2, claimed that support and responsibility for achieving goals were paramount when leading and managing the induction programme. To exemplify this, there are excerpts from the interview transcripts below. P1 indicated that:

				Support is provided, but each person takes responsibility for their own tasks.” P2 stated, “I do support the staff… but they are also expected to take responsibility for their own goals and successfully implement it.

				Harvey and Jones (2021) highlight that although the distributed leadership approach prioritises support and centres on collaborative efforts, everyone must be responsible and accountable for executing their tasks. This model encourages open communication and decision-making processes that involve all members, thereby enhancing collective efficacy within the organisation. P4 indicated that:

				We all sit together and plan, but once the planning is done, we are all responsible for implementing and managing the tasks we are responsible for.
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				 Harris et.al (2022) highlight the centrality of collaboration and harmony within teams under a distributed leadership model, explaining that all members are united in pursuing a collective objective. 

				The analysis of the interview transcripts confirms that the PHEI A employs a management framework characterised by collaboration and support, wherein each member bears collective responsibility for accomplishing the overarching objectives of the induction programme. This framework aligns with the principles of distributed leadership as delineated by Harris et al. (2022) and Harvey and Jones (2021). The participants unanimously agreed on the imperative to support students through mentoring and assistance in their transition to higher education, reflecting the principles of servant leadership. The perspectives of the participants are highlighted below. P3 expressed that:

				[m]ost of the students come without the support from high school, and then they are thrown into the deep end. We provide a lot of support and handholding to the first-year students until they get used to the new environment.

				A servant leader must consider the needs of all stakeholders by diligently serving their followers and providing them with a positive experience during their journey with their leader (Aboramadan et.al, 2020). Furthermore, within the framework of servant leadership, there is a foundational commitment to cultivating an environment wherein followers are nurtured to achieve autonomy (Pawar et al., 2020). This process involves deliberately creating a culture that supports and actively encourages the development of independent decision-making and self-sufficiency among followers. P5 stated that:

				[I]t is very challenging as students come in from high school very mollycoddled…but you also must manage your own learning, which was done for you in high school. In the Induction Programme, we must extend some of that school-based help, but certainly not mollycoddling, to help them transition into independent young adults. 

				Kiersch and Peters (2017) explain that servant leadership empowers students through mentorship, allocating resources and establishing pathways that foster personal and academic growth. This approach underscores the importance of nurturing a supportive environment where students can thrive and achieve their potential. 

				The collective insights from participants emphasise the unanimous endorsement of servant leadership principles, highlighting the crucial need for mentoring and assistance to support students transitioning to higher education. They highlight students’ challenges from high school to higher education, often feeling overwhelmed without prior support or understanding of expectations. 

				Transformational leadership was found to be absent in the leadership and management practices of the induction programme at PHEI A. Many of the participants, however, did indicate a need for a transformational leadership approach to enhance the effectiveness of the induction programme at PHEI A. The excerpts below from the transcripts exemplify this perspective. P3 offered the explanation that:

				[o]ur students are changing rapidly, and we need to position ourselves in front of them to ensure we can cater for them and for that, we need someone to drive the transformation process to equip staff and students.
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				Brown et.al (2019) assert that a transformational leader epitomises an influential figure with a profound and compelling vision that serves and motivates followers. This leadership style is distinguished by its focus on inspiring and empowering individuals to achieve beyond their perceived limits, fostering an environment where innovation and progress flourish, as illustrated by P6, who stated:

				The type of student we get is ever evolving, so we need to keep abreast with the student culture that is coming in, and we need to put systems in place to approach them as per their culture, and at the same time, we need to also train staff, as staff need to transform themselves.

				Our research identifies a gap in the implementation of transformational leadership within the induction programme at PHEI A. Participants pointed out the necessity of understanding the changing social contexts of students, advocating for senior management’s greater involvement on campuses to promote transformational practices. They emphasised the rapid evolution of student demographics, necessitating a leadership approach that actively supports staff and students through this change. 

				The analysis of leadership styles in the induction programme at PHEI A identifies distributed leadership as the prevailing approach, characterised by shared responsibility and collaborative support among all stakeholders involved. Participants underscored the importance of individual accountability and ownership in their roles within the programme, aligning with the views of Harvey and Jones (2021), and Harris et.al (2022) on the essence of distributed leadership in fostering collective efficacy and organisational success. Furthermore, the research strongly honours servant leadership principles, particularly in supporting students’ transition to higher education. This approach emphasises empathy, mentoring, and the gradual empowerment of students towards attaining autonomy (Aboramadan et al., 2020; Pawar et.al, 2020; Kiersch & Peters, 2017). The servant leader’s role in facilitating personal and academic growth. Despite the effectiveness of these leadership styles, there is a noted absence of transformational leadership within the programme, with participants advocating for its incorporation to address the rapidly changing demographics and needs of students and staff. This gap underscores the need for a leadership approach that supports, inspires, and equips individuals to navigate and thrive in the evolving educational landscape (Brown et.al, 2019).

				5.2	Challenges in engagement

				The participants in this study highlighted persistent obstacles related to student engagement despite concerted efforts to improve the induction programme. Although they strove to enhance the first-year experience of students, they encountered complexities around student confidence, student engagement, technological proficiency, and the ability to adapt to new academic environments, as indicated by one of the participants below:

				We have found a lack of participation during the induction programme sessions. The venue is full and there are the same students who are more confident and keep asking questions or volunteer to engage with the presenter, and the shy ones just keep quiet. (P2)

				Armstrong (2015) argues that the new campus environment and social setting may intensify students’ anxieties, impeding the development of essential interpersonal relationships required to adapt to their new surroundings. The remarks below point to this: 
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				Some of our students battle with basic computer skills…the fundamental skills are needed for the orientation because we show you all our systems that are technologically driven. So, we do end up with some students who are completely lost and disengaged and missing the entire purpose of the orientation. (P6)

				Armstrong (2015) posits that students facing significant barriers relative to their peers tend to isolate themselves, becoming alienated and lost within their environment. This phenomenon is corroborated by McCann, King and Luzeckyj (2019), who argue that such isolation can persist throughout a student’s higher education journey. 

				The participants in the study have also strongly expressed their views on the challenges they experience with staff engagement, citing issues around a lack of co-operation and disengagement. The perspectives of the participants have been captured as follows:

				Staff attitude is also a big issue; they feel forced to contribute to the Induction Programme because they are not really concerned about whether we are doing a good job. They treat it as a C4AS project only and feel it does not concern them. (P6) 

				According to Zvavahera et.al (2021), staff members may perceive specific responsibilities assigned to them as peripheral to their primary duties, leading to a devaluation of these tasks compared to those deemed more central to their roles. Jayman, Glazzard and Rose (2022) concur with this view, adding that managerial directives mandating the completion of specific tasks can foster a sense of obligation among staff: 

				The academic staff do not report to me... I am faced with the situation that the academic staff do not take me seriously, and it is a constant battle to get them to engage in the induction programme. (P2)

				As Zvavahera et.al (2021) explain, a confluence of factors, including heightened workload expectations, suboptimal relationships with management, and a scarcity of resources, culminates in staff disgruntlement, exerts a direct influence on their attitudes towards their professional responsibilities. 

				Related to the above, Heffernan and Bosetti (2020) argue that organisational structures characterised by reporting mechanisms lacking direct lines of accountability frequently engender issues related to accountability and engagement among staff members. Insights from participants and the academic literature reveal that challenges in engaging students and securing staff co-operation remain prevalent despite significant efforts. 

				5.3	Feedback and continuous assessment

				The investigation revealed that student feedback was exclusively obtained through surveys. Additionally, it was noted that the response rates for these surveys were suboptimal. Specific campuses resorted to acquiring informal feedback from students in addition to the surveys. Staff feedback, consequently, was gathered through informal means. The excerpts from the interview transcripts below encapsulate the views of the participants. P4 had this to say:

				Well, the only measurable feedback we get is from the surveys. We do use it; however, the completion rates could be better.
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				P5 concurred:

				We send surveys out to students, and we look at the feedback from these surveys to determine if the milestones have been met…We also get informal feedback at the end of presentations.

				Burnett (2007) indicates that it is important for educational institutions to solicit feedback from students during the various stages of the induction programme, advocating for a systematic methodology to thoroughly evaluate the individual components and the overarching efficacy of the programme. Similarly, Briggs et.al (2012) point out the necessity of gathering feedback to assess the programme’s success and the progressive development of students’ identities as they navigate it. Burnett (2007) contends that securing feedback from every stakeholder participating in the induction process is crucial for conducting an exhaustive evaluation of the programme upon its conclusion. This perspective is corroborated by Briggs et.al (2012), who assert that extensive feedback is essential for managing and assessing the efficacy of induction programmes. 

				The interviews highlight a reliance on surveys for student feedback and acknowledge the challenge of low response rates alongside an absence of formal mechanisms for staff feedback, leading to the adoption of different informal methods across the various campuses.

				The evaluation of the induction programme is conducted through a comprehensive examination and consideration of feedback received from the various stakeholders involved in the programme. The programme is subjected to a nationally collaborative evaluative review by the C4AS team. The following excerpt from the interview transcripts highlights the processes involved in the review of the induction programme.

				So, we usually start with what the previous or that year’s plan was, and then we reflect on what went well, and what didn’t go as well, and then identify the gaps. We also send out surveys to students, and based on that feedback, we re-examine what we need to change. So, we consider all those aspects and feedback from the different stakeholders and from there on we say, okay, these stay, this does not stay, this needs to be adjusted, or we need to do this differently, and these are the new things we need to add. (P1)

				Harvey and Jones (2021) suggest the application of reflective practice in the evaluation of induction programmes, positing that through critical reflection on actions and experiences, the staff engaged in these programmes can achieve sustainable enhancements. This perspective is bolstered by Owusu-Agyeman (2021), who advocates for adopting reflective practice, arguing that it is instrumental in cultivating best practices. The excerpt below is indicative of the reflective practices at PHEI A.

				We review the induction in the same year in which it was hosted. We look at things like the type of student we are getting, for example, how many are first-generation students? We consider whether they are technologically competent and have access to the online environments from their homes. We also consider the needs of the new generation of students. (P4)

				Kiersch and Peters (2017) advocate for incorporating feedback and continuous improvement methodologies within the programme evaluation framework, positing that these components are essential for formulating best practices. Worsley et.al (2021) concur with this viewpoint, adding that the dynamic nature of education and the continuous evolution of student populations necessitate an ongoing commitment to maintain the efficacy of induction programmes. 
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				Incorporating reflective practice and acknowledging low survey response rates reveals significant challenges and opportunities for enhancing the programme’s effectiveness and alignment with stakeholder needs. Ultimately, the collective insights gathered through diverse feedback channels and reflective practices advocate for a dynamic, adaptive approach to developing and refining the induction programme, ensuring it remains responsive to the evolving educational landscape and the diverse needs of participants.

				5.4	Programme structure and content

				Upon examination of the interview transcripts, it was determined that the induction programme is well organised, effectively addressing the academic, social, and emotional dimensions of students’ transition into higher education. Furthermore, it was ascertained that the programme is intentionally crafted to centre on student needs, providing integrated support from various institutional departments, and exhibiting cultural sensitivity towards the student body. The insights derived from participant contributions are highlighted in the following sections: 

				We prepare students with the general academic skills they need to start their studies, so we show them how to use the library, eBooks and Journals, conduct research, and use Turnitin. We also show them how to use CANVAS. (P4) 

				Gale and Parker (2014) elucidate the challenges students face in adapting to elevated expectations that require more stringent engagement with their academic studies and self-directed learning. They assert that educational institutions are responsible for furnishing students with sufficient support to acclimate them to their new academic environment. Cage et.al (2021) alert us to the reality of isolation and advocate for institutions to include opportunities for social activities during the induction programme.

				This necessitates that educational institutions provide academic support and mentoring for students and opportunities for social integration so that they can successfully approach and complete their curriculum. The quotes below provide examples of such support:

				We focus on counselling and mental health and speak to them about our counselling services on campus. We also have a talk by the South African Depression and Anxiety Group. We also do things like silly games and team-building activities where we put them into teams and have like an Amazing Race. (P3)

				Authors like Cage et.al (2021) highlight the detrimental impacts on mental health students may experience as they transition into higher education, noting that students encounter many barriers, including economic, social, language, and learning challenges. They argue for the necessity of higher education institutions to offer supportive measures for students grappling with mental health issues. Educational institutions should provide services that foster and maintain an inclusive environment, ensuring all students can thrive (Worsley et.al, 2021).

				The analysis of interview transcripts reveals that the induction programme is robust and holistic, effectively addressing the academic, social, and emotional dimensions of transitioning into higher education by providing essential academic skills, technological platform training, and opportunities for social interaction. It emphasises the critical role of academic support, mentoring, and social integration in facilitating students’ successful adaptation to the demands of higher education. Additionally, the programme incorporates mental health counselling, support for students with disabilities, and activities aimed at building community among students, underscoring the importance of a comprehensive support system to navigate the multifaceted challenges faced by students entering higher education.
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				The main limitation of this study is that it was confined to one private higher education institution with campuses in Gauteng, Kwa-Zulu-Natal, and the Western Cape. The limited scope and reliance on interviews restricted the depth of data analysis. Additional methodologies, like document analysis and focus groups, could have provided more insights. The number of participants was reduced to six due to logistical challenges, impacting the breadth of the findings.

				Recommendations

				We offer the following recommendations to the management team responsible for the induction programme at PHEI A.

				Integrate transformational leadership to complement existing distributed and servant leadership approaches.

				 Develop a compelling vision for the programme to inspire and motivate staff and students, fostering innovation and personal growth. 

				Establish formal mechanisms, like regular surveys, focus groups, or feedback sessions, for staff to share experiences, challenges, and suggestions. This feedback can refine the programme and enhance staff engagement. 

				Introduce additional formal methods, such as digital feedback platforms, mid-programme check-ins, and exit surveys, to gather comprehensive student feedback, ensuring their voices are heard and addressed promptly. 

				Offer professional development opportunities focusing on transformational leadership skills, effective communication, inspiring and motivating students, fostering innovation, and adapting to evolving needs. This training should empower staff to lead and manage the programme effectively. 

				Enhance support systems to include comprehensive training sessions on technology use, hands-on workshops, one-on-one support, and accessible online resources. Improving technological competence among students can significantly increase their engagement and success. 

				Despite strengths in distributed leadership fostering collaboration, there was a gap in incorporating transformational leadership, and challenges in engaging students and staff were evident. The study contributes valuable insights into managing induction programmes, advocating a nuanced approach combining different leadership styles to meet transitioning students’ needs.

				Conclusion 

				This study sought to evaluate the leadership and management within the induction programme for first-year students at PHEI A, grounded in an interpretivist paradigm with a qualitative case study design. Thematic content analysis was conducted on semi-structured interviews with six managers at PHEI A. The literature review emphasised the importance of distributed, servant, and transformational leadership in managing student transitions by addressing social and academic challenges through comprehensive support systems, mentorship, and effective leadership. The study focused on the key components and best practices of the induction programme and strategies for improving the leadership and management of the programme.
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				In the leadership and management approaches utilised, we found distributed leadership was predominant, emphasising support, collaboration, and individual accountability. Servant leadership principles were identified as important for mentoring students, and transformational leadership was needed to address changing demographics and enhance adaptability. In terms of the challenges in engagement, we found significant barriers that hindered student and staff engagement. Students faced issues such as a lack of technological proficiency, confidence, and adaptation to the academic environment. Staff engagement issues arose from viewing the programme as peripheral, leading to a lack of commitment and co-operation, especially from those not directly managed by the programme co-ordinators.

				Regarding feedback and continuous assessment, we highlight that formal feedback was primarily through student evaluations, with informal feedback from staff. The programme was evaluated using reflective practices and continuous improvement strategies. Lastly, about the programme structure and content, we argue that the programme addressed the academic, social, and emotional aspects of students’ transition, tailored to the changing student profiles and technological advancements.
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