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Abstract

This study examined whether pre-arrival confidence and perceived importance across four domains (learning, community,
employability, and health and well-being) predict academic achievement and retention among first-year undergraduate
sports students. A quantitative study at a United Kingdom post-92 university involved 368 first-year sports students (56%
male, 44% female) across six programmes. Pre-arrival surveys measuring confidence and importance perceptions were
distributed, with academic performance and retention data collected after one year. Regression analysis revealed that
female students demonstrated significantly higher academic performance than males while reporting higher pre-arrival
confidence. Three factors significantly predicted academic achievement, explaining 10% of variance. Lower employability
confidence and higher health and well-being confidence and importance were associated with better outcomes. Community
importance was the only significant predictor of withdrawal risk, with higher importance associated with increased
departure likelihood. Pre-arrival surveys can identify at-risk students, though relationships are complex.
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Introduction

A successful transition to higher education (HE) is characterised by students’ confidence in navigating both academic and
social aspects of university life, accompanied by a robust sense of belonging within their programme and the wider institution
(Nallaya et al., 2022). This process often involves building constructive relationships with academic staff, forming new peer
connections, and maintaining motivation for learning (Mechan & Howells, 2019; Pedler et al., 2022; Thompson et al., 2021).
Research within HE consistently highlights the multifaceted challenges encountered by individuals progressing from sixth
form or college (SFC) into HE (Fellingham et al., 2024; Gravett & Winstone, 2021; Rawlings Smith et al., 2022; Taylor &
Harris-Evans, 2018). Regardless of students’ backgrounds or previous educational experiences, limited integration (Williams
& Roberts, 2023), diminished sense of belonging (Strayhorn, 2023), and unmet academic and social expectations (Gillen-
O’Neel, 2021; Turner et al., 2017; Young et al., 2020) are all associated with increased risks of disengagement,

Except where otherwise noted, content in this journal is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
v International Licence. As an open access journal, articles are free to use with proper attribution. ISSN: 2205-0795

105 The Author/s 2026



https://studentsuccessjournal.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Volume 17(1) 2026 Hibbs et al.

underperformance, and withdrawal from HE programmes. The ways in which HE institutions design learning environments
and transition support also play a central role in shaping these outcomes.

Research shows academic confidence, students' belief in their ability to succeed academically, is linked to better performance
(Farrand et al., 2006; Porter et al., 2013; Sander & Sanders, 2009). Transitioning to HE often challenges students due to new
teaching and assessment methods (Fellingham et al., 2024; Hale, 2020; Hayman et al., 2021). Many report confidence issues
related to employability, self-regulation, and workload (Hayman et al., 2021; Jonker et al., 2011; Pather & Dorasamy, 2018),
and lack experience with independent study, collaboration, and critical thinking (Hayman et al., 2017; Hayman et al., 2018;
Hockings et al., 2018; Lowe & Cook, 2003). Higher academic confidence promotes greater learning ownership; reduces stress
and fear of failure; and is linked to improved attendance, engagement, and performance in HE (Habel, 2012; Kleitman &
Gibson, 2011; Sander & de la Fuente, 2020). Confident students are more likely to persist (lower withdrawal rates), have
clearer career goals, and use advanced thinking skills, whereas low confidence is associated with perceiving tasks as harder,
increased anxiety, problem-solving difficulties, and concerns about employability and independent study (Farhat et al., 2017;
Hayman et al., 2021; Hayman et al., 2024; Lowe & Cook, 2003; Pather & Dorasamy, 2018; Rowley et al., 2008).

Research on gender differences in self-confidence is equivocal. For example, Blanch et al. (2008) observed that male medical
students displayed greater self-confidence, but Tasneem and Panwar (2019) found no notable gender difference in academic
self-confidence among applied science undergraduates. Sandar and de la Fuente (2020) surveyed 1,523 Spanish
undergraduates and found that women reported higher confidence in earning good grades. On the other hand, Sander and
Sanders (2009) discovered that male students studying psychology, education, and healthcare courses felt more confident in
their academic abilities and expected assessment results than female students. In the United Kingdom (UK), females entering
higher education from A-level or BTec pathways typically report lower confidence than males, even though they have
consistently outperformed men since 1992 (HESA, 2024; Morgan, 2023).

Sport-related degree programmes have expanded rapidly in the UK, with 125 universities offering 639 courses (Universities
UK, 2024). However, retention and progression rates lag behind the sector average, with just 74% graduating compared to
85% overall (HESA, 2024). First-year sports students often struggle with academic expectations, independent learning, and
social integration (Hayman et al., 2017; Hayman et al., 2021). Research highlights a mismatch between prior SFC education
and the student-led nature of HE (Hibbs et al., 2024; Timmis et al., 2024). Although some students report positive transitions,
difficulties with independent study and assessments persist (Gill, 2019, 2020). Additionally, males from low participation
areas without A-Levels face the highest withdrawal risk (Tomlinson et al., 2024).

Research has mostly focused on academic confidence and perceived learning importance in relation to performance, with less
attention on pre-arrival confidence and its impact on community engagement and employability. Female sports students report
higher pre-arrival confidence in social integration and value learning, health, and community more than males (Hibbs et al.,
2025). Participation in sports and extracurriculars fosters belonging and acceptance for first-year sports students (Hayman et
al., 2022). However, males place less emphasis on health and well-being, which is linked to lower engagement and retention
(Thomas et al., 2021). Academic resilience predicts attainment and retention, while mental well-being is influenced by
resilience, gender, qualification, disability, and literacy (Wixcey et al., 2024).

Students with degrees matching their career goals tend to be more confident and motivated (Ayala-Calvo & Garcia, 2021;
Donald et al., 2019). For instance, physiotherapy students often value learning more than those in sport-related fields (Hibbs
et al., 2025). This is supported by research that has demonstrated a direct association between sense of purpose and academic
success in HE (Alderson et al., 2025). However, transitioning from SFC to HE poses challenges, especially for new sport
programme entrants (Hayman et al., 2025; Timmis et al., 2024), and research on their experiences is limited (e.g., Gill, 2019).
Existing studies cite academic integration and self-confidence issues but seldom track their impact over time or by
demographic. Sports students show varied preparedness at entry (Hibbs et al., 2024), and females are more likely to persist in
HE sports (Tomlinson et al., 2024). This study builds on Hibbs et al. (2025) by analysing how pre-arrival confidence and
perceived value of learning, community, employability, and well-being relate to first-year retention and achievement,
considering gender and program differences. Institutional data from 2023-2024 show that 72% of withdrawals from sport
programmes were new entrants, with nearly half leaving in the first three months. The study explores if pre-arrival survey
(PAS) responses can predict first-year retention and achievement.
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The study is grounded in the view that student success is shaped not only by individual characteristics but also by the
institutional environments in which students learn and transition. Instead of seeing students as the problem, this study
emphasises the responsibility of institutions to create conditions in which all students can succeed, regardless of background
or experience. This perspective guided how the findings were interpreted, with attention to how university structures, practices,
and cultures influence students’ experiences, sense of belonging, and longer-term outcomes such as progression and
achievement. The implications for practice therefore focus on changes universities can make, rather than on students
themselves.

Method

Research Design

This study used a quantitative approach and was conducted at a UK HE institution (referred to as YFC) that gained university
status in 1992. YFC has a longstanding tradition of offering vocational education, which remains part of its curriculum today.
The institution is recognised for being active in research, inclusive in its social outreach, and celebrated for its teaching quality.
According to its Education Strategy and Access and Participation Plan, YFC prioritises fair access and tackling educational
inequality. This aligns with the study’s focus on understanding how institutional contexts shape student transition and success,
rather than locating challenges solely within students themselves. It was also one of the first universities in the UK to introduce
degree programmes in sport. Over the past four decades, YFC has broadened its sports-related courses to keep up with
developments in the field and shifts in graduate career prospects. Since launching its inaugural Sport Studies degree in 1979,
the subject has expanded to encompass six undergraduate and four postgraduate programmes.

Participants

Of 555 eligible participants, 368 (67%) completed a PAS (evasys, 2024), representing 205 (56%) males and 163 (44%)
females. All six undergraduate sport degree programmes at YFC were represented in the sample: Physiotherapy (P), Sport and
Exercise Science (SES), Sports, Exercise and Nutrition (SEN), Sports Coaching (SC), Sports Management (SM), Sports
Foundation Year (FY). Demographic data for each programme can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1
Respondent Demographics per Programme of Study and Gender

P SES = SEN SC SM FY  Total
Total 51 139 37 48 39 54 368
Male 17 77 18 31 29 33 205
Female 34 63 18 17 10 21 163
Note. P = Physiotherapy, SES = Sport and Exercise Science, SEN = Sports, Exercise and Nutrition, SC = Sports Coaching,
SM = Sports Management, FY = Sports Foundation Year.

Gender

Procedure

At the end of August 2024, all new and pre-enrolled first-year undergraduate and foundation year sports students were invited
to take part in the study. After ethical approval was granted (Project ID #7783, 16th August 2024), student information,
including name, gender, course, and personal email, was collected from YFC’s academic registry post-clearing database. This
information was securely shared, using a password-protected document, with a third-party company (evasys;
www.evasys.co.uk) responsible for distributing and collecting survey responses. Each student received a personalised, branded
email containing a unique link to complete the survey. The survey began by explaining the study’s aims, objectives, and
procedures. Participants gave written informed consent before starting the PAS. The introduction page also reassured them
about confidentiality and voluntary participation, stating that their data would remain private and that they could withdraw at
any time without giving a reason. To maintain anonymity, each participant received a unique student number. Surveys were
distributed in four rounds: week 1 to all pre-enrolled students and weeks 2, 3, and 4 to newly enrolled first-year students
(excluding those already contacted). The survey closed four weeks after opening, ending one day before YFC’s welcome week
in mid-September 2024. Students who did not respond to the initial email received a follow-up opportunity to participate a
week later.
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The PAS used has been reported previously (evasys, 2024) and has been established as a valid and reliable tool to assess
student perceived confidence and importance (Hibbs et al., 2024). The survey structure was developed by Lawson at
Middlesex University, UK and comprises mainly closed questions to ensure prompt and simple completion, including a mix
of yes or no and Likert scale options. In the survey, participants provided responses to four domains (learning, L; community,
Co; employability, E; and health and well-being, H) and reflected on two factors within each domain: confidence (C), “I am
confident with ...”, and importance (1), “I think it is important to ...”. The survey contained 45 statements which related to one
of the eight factors (LC [7 items], LI [5 items], CoC [6 items], Col [4 items], EC [7 items], EI [7 items], HC [6 items], and HI
[3 items]). Participants responded by rating their perceived level of confidence or importance within each statement on a 5-
point Likert scale of strongly agree (5) to strongly disagree (1) where a score of 5 represented the highest level of confidence
or importance. A copy of the survey is available on request from the first author.

In June 2025, student retention status (i.e., whether the student was still enrolled or not) and first year academic achievement
data (overall grade average %) for the 20242025 academic year was obtained from the academic registry at YFC. One student
from the sample had taken a break in study and as a result was still enrolled but did not have a first-year academic achievement
grade so was excluded from any further analysis. Academic performance data and retention status were matched to the survey
responses using student ID data for the remaining 333 enrolled students.

Analysis Strategy

Descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation) were obtained for the PAS as a whole and for the eight factors (LC, LI,
CoC, Col, EC, EI, HC, HI) by gender and programme of study. Prior to analysis, the data were examined for normality
(Levene) and outliers. Q-Q plots were normally distributed and Levene test was non-significant, suggesting homogeneity of
variance. Following this, univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted with gender (n = 2) and programme of
study (n = 6) as independent variables and academic performance as the dependent variable. Sidak post-hoc comparisons were
conducted for a significant main effect for programme of study or interaction effect. Significance level was set at P <.05.
Effect sizes were calculated using partial eta squared (mp?) with 0.01 - <0.6 = small; 0.06 - <0.14 = medium; and >0.14 =
large (Cohen, 1988). Multiple linear regression was used for statistical testing to identify any predictors within the PAS score
on student academic performance whereas binomial logistic regression was used for student retention (students still on their
respective course or not). All data were analysed in SPSS (v. 28).

Results

Pre-arrival scores by programme of study and gender can be seen in Table 2. Student retention and academic performance
data by programme of study can be seen in Table 3. ANOVA for the effect of gender and programme on academic achievement
showed a significant main effect for gender (F[1,321] = 15.10; p <.001; np? = .05) and programme (F[5,321] = 3.95; P =.002;
np? = .06) but no interaction (F[5,321] = 0.68; P = .64; np?> = .01) effect. Female students scored higher compared to male
students, and post-hoc comparisons for programme of study showed that the physiotherapy students had a higher average
grade compared to all other programmes of study (P <.01; see Table 3).

The multiple linear regression model for academic achievement and PAS factors was significant (F[8,324] =4.29; P <.001),
explaining 10% of the variance. However, only EC (f =-.203; P =.004), HC (B = .163; P = .01), and HI (B = .156; P =.01)
were significant predictors. Lower EC score was associated with increased academic achievement, whereas higher HC and HI
scores were associated with increased academic achievement.

The binomial logistic regression, examining which of the PAS factors predicted drop-out, was not significant (¥ [8] = 11.4;

P =0.17) and explained 7% of the variance (Nagelkerke). Examination of the contribution of the different factors on the model
showed that only CI reached significance (Estimate = -1.15; P =.03).
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Table 2

Mean and Standard Deviation for the Eight Factors for Each Programme of Study by Gender and Enrolment Status.

LC

LI

CoC

Col

EC

EI

HC

HI

Sport &
Exercise
Science
M F
3.72 3.77
0.46 0.56
4.06 4.37
0.49 0.64
3.29 3.53
0.65 0.63
3.85 4.06
0.55 0.55
3.85 3.68
0.65 0.74
3.83 3.85
0.50 0.49
3.93 3.92
0.62 0.64
3.96 4.24
0.73 0.63

Physiotherapy
M F
4.11 4.11
0.34 0.32
4.54 4.51
0.32 0.39
4.01 3.87
0.48 0.38
4.19 4.24
0.47 0.43
4.10 4.11
0.48 0.49
4.18 4.03
0.43 0.32
4.22 4.08
0.50 0.52
4.33 4.29
0.58 0.52

Programme of Study

Sports,
Exercise &
Nutrition
M F
3.90 391
0.53 0.32
4.12 431
0.56 0.53
3.23 3.66
0.93 0.64
3.68 4.08
0.86 0.56
3.69 3.87
0.56 0.64
3.66 3.94
0.69 0.54
3.89 4.18
0.56 0.67
3.89 3.96
0.95 0.98

Sports

Coaching

M F
3.74  3.73
046 = 0.58
4.16 @ 4.18
0.61 0.50
3.45 3.54
0.62  0.68
3.91 4.04
0.54  0.59
392 3.5
0.62 0.71
392 3.6l
049 @ 0.46
3.93 3.68
0.62  0.85
3.87  4.10
0.77  0.81

Sports
Management
M F
3.69 3.77
0.50 0.50
4.08 4.30
0.51 0.33
341 3.83
0.57 0.42
3.68 4.05
0.55 0.39
3.74 3.40
0.62 0.66
3.65 3.72
0.43 0.43
3.84 3.88
0.59 0.47
3.87 3.93
0.71 0.63

Sports
Foundation
Year
M F
3.80 3.72
0.54 0.49
4.03 433
0.59 0.59
3.60 3.67
0.62 0.72
3.82 4.05
0.62 0.57
3.66 3.73
0.65 0.66
3.88 391
0.41 0.40
3.82 3.89
0.62 0.63
3.56 4.29
1.07 0.71

Enrolment Status

Enrolled

3.82
0.48
4.24
0.55
3.55
0.65
3.94
0.58
3.81
0.65
3.87
0.47
3.94
0.62
4.02
0.80

Withdrawn

3.71
0.53
4.08
0.58
3.39
0.69
4.04
0.56
3.71
0.70
3.74
0.62
3.89
0.59
4.08
0.61

Note. LC = Learning confidence; LI = Learning importance; CoC = Community confidence; Col = Community importance; EC = Employment confidence; El = Employment
importance; HC = Health and well-being confidence; HI = Health and well-being importance; M = Male; F = Female. Highlighted cells indicate the factors that contributed to

the significant variance in the model
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Table 3
Student Retention and Academic Achievement Data per Programme of Study and Gender.
Programme of Study
Sport & Exercise Physiotherapy Sports, Exercise Sports Coaching Sports Sports Overall
Science & Nutrition Management Foundation Year
M F M F M F M F M F M F
Retention
Enrolled 65 55 16 33 16 15 28 17 27 10 32 19 333
(86%) (89%) (94%) (97%) (84%) (83%) (90%) (100%) (92%) (100%) (97%) (91%) (91%)
Withdrawn 10 6 1 1 3 3 2 - 1 - - 2 29
(13%) (10%) (6%) (3%) (16%) (17%) (6%) (4%) (9%)
(8%)
No Show 1 1 - - - - 1 - 1 - 1 - 5
(1%) (1%) (4%) (4%) (3%) (1%)
Academic Achievement
Level 54.03 58.02 64.69 67.09 53.88 61.47 48.46 60.06 54.67 62.40 55.44 63 57.61
Average (%) *+13.72 = *£11.57 @ +11.89 = =£12.76 @ *13.68 +8.42 +20.40 +14.92 +14.15 +5.40 +16.90 *12.12 +14.61
Overall 55.86+12.88 66.31 +12.41 57.55+11.90 52.84+19.20 56.76 + 12.81 5825+ 15.61 57.61 £14.61

Note. Brackets represent % of population sample. Highlighted values indicate a significant difference (p < .05)
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Discussion

This study investigated the extent to which pre-arrival confidence and perceived importance across four domains: learning;
community; employability; and health and well-being; predict academic achievement and retention outcomes among first-
year undergraduate sports students at a UK post-92 university !. The results provide valuable insights into the transitional
experiences of these students and challenge conventional assumptions regarding the relationship between confidence and
academic performance. Notably, female students attained significantly higher academic grades compared to their male peers
and reported greater pre-arrival confidence across several domains. This outcome diverges from earlier research indicating
that male students generally exhibit higher self-confidence upon entering HE (Sander & Sanders, 2009). While the stronger
academic performance among female students is consistent with broader trends observed since 1992 (HESA, 2024; Morgan,
2023), the finding of elevated pre-arrival confidence among women within this cohort represents a marked shift from
established expectations. This change may signal evolving social dynamics and educational cultures, particularly in sports-
related fields where traditional gender stereotypes are being reconsidered. One possible interpretation is that female sports
students in this cohort may be entering HE with more accurate self-assessments and more developed metacognitive skills,
which could contribute to both increased confidence and enhanced academic outcomes. However, this was not directly tested
in the present study. Nonetheless, further research is required to elucidate the mechanisms underpinning this relationship.

Physiotherapy students demonstrated both the highest pre-arrival scores and the strongest academic performance, significantly
outperforming all other programmes. A plausible explanation is that this pattern may reflect the more selective entry
requirements for physiotherapy programmes and the clearer career pathway alignment that characterises health professions,
which could foster greater academic preparedness and motivation among these students. The variation in performance across
programmes highlights the heterogeneous nature of sports-related HE, where disciplines ranging from theoretical exercise
science to applied coaching practice attract students with diverse backgrounds, motivations, and career aspirations. This
diversity necessitates programme-specific approaches to pre-arrival student support and transition interventions, which have
been observed to be beneficial for both academic staff and students post arrival in the HE setting (Lawrence et al., 2021;
Maymon et al., 2019).

Three pre-arrival factors were identified as significant predictors of academic performance, collectively accounting for 10%
of the variance. This level of variance is consistent with previous research, which has established levels between 3—-16%
(Molnér & Kocsis, 2024). The observation that higher confidence in, and greater emphasis on, health and well-being correlated
with improved academic outcomes reinforces the integral relationship between physical, mental, and academic well-being
among sports students. This finding is consistent with prior research, which indicates that participation in sports and
extracurricular activities enhances both academic achievement and a sense of institutional belonging (Hayman et al., 2022;
Thomas et al., 2021). The inverse association between employability confidence and academic achievement is unexpected and
warrants thoughtful consideration. One interpretation of this finding is that students with lower employability confidence may
compensate by dedicating increased effort to their studies, perceiving academic excellence as vital to their future careers.
Conversely, those with high employability confidence may be less focused on academic attainment if they assume their career
trajectories are already assured. However, as the mechanisms underlying this association were not directly examined in the
present study, it should be treated as a direction for future inquiry rather than an established finding. These results suggest that
a moderate degree of uncertainty regarding career readiness could act as a motivational factor for academic engagement,
though this requires further investigation.

The findings on health and well-being have significant implications for institutional policy and practice. According to Burn
(2025), sport participation plays a vital yet often overlooked role in student retention, well-being, and employability by
fostering community, resilience, and transferable skills that keep students engaged in university life. Yet many universities
still fail to integrate and promote participation in sporting activities strategically, viewing it as optional rather than as a crucial
factor in student outcomes. Institutions should rethink how they promote student participation in health and wellness activities,
seeing them not simply as lifestyle choices but as strategies for academic success. Approaches might include weaving physical

1 Post-92 refers to higher education institutions in the United Kingdom who were granted university status through the Further and Higher Education Act
1992. This can include both former polytechnic colleges and institutions that have been created since 1992.
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activity into academic programmes, encouraging use of campus recreation facilities, and highlighting the academic advantages
of maintaining both physical and mental well-being.

The binomial logistic regression analysis of retention predictors did not yield statistically significant results overall, likely
attributable to the low withdrawal rate (8%) among students who completed the PAS, which constrained statistical power.
Notably, the total withdrawal rate across all programmes at YFC was 5%, indicating no response bias in the survey sample.
Interestingly, community importance emerged as the sole significant predictor, with higher perceived importance
paradoxically correlating with an increased likelihood of withdrawal. This unexpected association invites tentative
interpretation. One possibility is that students placing greater emphasis on community engagement may experience heightened
disappointment when their social integration goals are not realised, ultimately resulting in disengagement and withdrawal. This
interpretation is consistent with prior research indicating that unmet expectations are influential in student attrition (Gillen-
O'Neel, 2021; Turner et al., 2017; Young et al., 2020). Alternatively, those who strongly value community may prioritise
social activities over academic obligations when conflicts arise. These remain plausible but untested accounts that future
research should seek to examine more directly. The fact that many withdrawals occurred within the first three months suggests
that challenges in early social adjustment may precipitate departure decisions, particularly among students who highly value
community belonging.

Implications for Practice

The present findings offer several practical considerations for facilitating sports students' transitions. However, it is important
to acknowledge that the modest explanatory power of the academic model and the non-significant overall retention model
mean that PAS measures should be regarded as one potentially useful source of insight within a broader student success
framework, rather than as strong predictive tools in themselves. Firstly, institutions are encouraged to design targeted
interventions that highlight the positive connections between health, well-being, and academic achievement. Potential
strategies may include implementing mandatory wellness modules, establishing peer support programmes that integrate
physical activity with academic outcomes, or developing residential initiatives that promote healthy living.

Secondly, the nuanced relationship between employability confidence and academic success indicates that career development
interventions may require thoughtful planning. Rather than focusing solely on boosting confidence, such programmes should
guide students in conducting realistic self-assessments and understanding the linkage between academic performance and
career readiness. This could be achieved by incorporating structured reflection activities, opportunities for employer
engagement, and explicit discussions about how academic results translate into professional competence. Thirdly, the findings
related to community importance underscore the potential necessity of managing student expectations around social
integration. Orientation programmes should offer accurate previews of university social life while providing structured
avenues for meaningful community involvement. Furthermore, institutions may wish to monitor students who express
elevated expectations regarding community engagement and offer additional support to address their social integration needs.

Limitations and Avenues for Future Research

Several factors limit how these results can be interpreted. The single-institution study design limits the generalisability of the
findings, especially considering the distinct nature of post-92 universities and their diverse student groups. The small number
of survey respondents who withdrew limited the statistical power for analysing retention, though the 8% withdrawal rate is
encouraging compared to sector averages in sports programmes. Collecting data before students arrived allowed for early
intervention but only gave a single snapshot of attitudes and confidence. Using longitudinal research designs that track student
changes throughout their first year would provide deeper understanding of how students adjust. Future studies should also test
whether these results hold true in other types of institutions, such as research-intensive universities with different student
demographics and programme features. Furthermore, exploring the reasons behind the unexpected employability confidence
patterns through qualitative research could help inform programme development. Since pre-arrival factors explained only a
small proportion (10%) of academic achievement, it is clear additional factors influence student outcomes. Including predictors
like previous academic records, entry qualifications, socioeconomic status, and first-generation student status in future models
to account for some of the unexplained variance would allow for more thorough analysis of the predictors of success in HE.
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Conclusion

This study demonstrates that PASs may offer one useful source of insight into factors associated with first-year sports student
outcomes, though the relationships are more complex than might initially be expected and the modest explanatory power of
the models warrants a cautious interpretation of the findings. The findings challenge simple assumptions about confidence—
performance relationships while highlighting the importance of health and well-being factors for academic success. The
counterintuitive patterns regarding employability confidence and community importance generate plausible hypotheses, that
moderate uncertainty and realistic expectations may be more beneficial than high confidence in certain domains. However,
these interpretations were not directly tested and should be regarded as directions for future research rather than established
conclusions. For institutions seeking to improve sports student outcomes, these findings tentatively suggest that holistic
approaches addressing physical well-being, realistic career development, and carefully managed social integration
expectations are likely to be most effective. The gender differences observed also indicate that targeted interventions may be
needed to address the specific needs of male students in sports programmes. Most importantly, this research points to the
potential value of understanding student transition experiences as one component of a broader evidence base. As the sports
HE sector continues to grow and evolve, evidence-informed approaches that draw on multiple sources of data, of which PASs
represent just one, will be important for supporting student success and institutional effectiveness.
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