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The First-Year Experience (FYE) in South Africa: A National Perspective 

This article is offered as a contribution to the larger task of providing a comprehensive study of the 

‘First-Year Experience’ (FYE) in South Africa, i.e., how it is constituted nationally and how it operates 

in different institutions of higher education across the country. It is a response to the lack of knowledge 

about the FYE in a national context. Accordingly, the article looks to fill this particular gap in 

knowledge about how South Africa is responding nationally to the needs of first-year students. Given 

that the field of FYE is very new and that little sound or evidence-based knowledge about the field exists, 

this article is based on exploratory research, including that of an initial email-based survey 

administered in 2016. It contains a number of insights, both descriptive and critical, about the FYE in 

South Africa as it currently operates. It also offers a prognosis for future development of the FYE in 

South Africa.    

Introduction 

Little is currently known or understood about the overall national landscape of the First-Year 

Experience (FYE) in South Africa. This is in spite of increased institutional commitment to 

matters of student success and retention as demonstrated by the recent advent of FYE offices 

and professional staff positions at South Africa’s universities. This article was written in 

response to the need for important baseline data about the FYE in a national context.  

 

The need for research on the national FYE was apparent when the South African National 

Resource Centre for the First-Year Experience and Students in Transition (SANRC) was 

established at the University of Johannesburg (UJ) in 2015 (www.sanrc.co.za).1 There was a 

dearth of robust empirical data and those information resources from South African sources 

which were readily available could be seen as tentative and anecdotal. The new Centre 

immediately set out to initiate exploratory research, i.e., “research whose primary purpose is to 

understand a little understood issue or phenomenon and to develop preliminary ideas about it 

and move toward refined research questions”, and which is used when “the subject is very new, 

we know nothing or little about it and no one has yet explored it” (Neuman, 2014: 38).   

 

Initially, it was hoped that an email-based survey questionnaire would serve as a useful 

methodological tool to obtain national information about South Africa’s FYE. Toward this end, 

a questionnaire was sent out in March 2016 which targeted South Africa’s 26 public 

universities.2 Although the survey yielded a positive response rate of 85%,3 it quickly became 

file:///C:/Users/vpcf115fg/Documents/Annsilla2019/www.sanrc.co.za
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evident that the data obtained therein would not serve as an accurate reflection of the national 

FYE. The resulting data contained many gaps and the unevenness of the information 

complicated the matter of making comparative analyses between and among different 

institutions.4 Some of the data is nonetheless of some value in terms of guiding the insights 

offered in this article.  

 

It was thereafter decided to rather adopt a more critically reflective stance toward the national 

FYE that was simultaneously descriptive. This article is based on direct experiences and 

observations of the FYE in South Africa and sustained contact with all of South Africa’s public 

universities in the author’s capacity as Director of the SANRC. This position located at the 

heart of the national Centre has afforded a wide base of experience with regard to the national 

FYE as well as the key stakeholders in the field. The article also draws on extensive desktop 

and web-based research.  

 

There are three main parts to the article. The first section provides background and context for 

the development of the FYE in South Africa. The second section discusses the field broadly, 

with reference to key issues such as funding, staffing and institutional location. The concluding 

section of the article provides a considered prognosis for future development of the FYE in 

South Africa. In doing so, the article sketches, in broad strokes, an outline of the national 

picture of South Africa’s FYE. 

What is the FYE? 

Much of the leading conceptual work about FYE is derived from an extensive pool of literature 

which tends to be largely but not exclusively North-American in origin. Barefoot, et al. (1999) 

has advanced the useful definition of “the first-year experience programme (as) represent (ing) 

an intentional and comprehensive programme that consists of different components working 

together to increase academic performance, provide a cohesive learning experience, increase 

student persistence, assist in the transition to college, facilitate a sense of commitment and 

community to the university and increase personal development.” Koch and Gardner (2014: 

13) describe the FYE as “not a single programme or initiative but rather an intentional 

combination of curricula and co-currricula efforts within and across postsecondary 

institutions.”  
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By contrast, there currently exists very little by way of a uniquely South African take on the 

concept of the First-Year Experience. The national literature has tended to focus on data related 

to poor performance of the higher education sector and case study-type work about individual 

universities (Scott, 2016; Leibowitz, et al., 2012). A gap exists in terms of an explicit 

theoretically-based understanding of the FYE and one which speaks to the unique educational 

context of South Africa.  

 

Institution-Facing Perspective 

The ‘first-year experience’ can be understood in different ways. In theory, every student who 

enters the higher education system has an experience of sorts. The foundational premise of the 

FYE concept is that the experience of students has been largely shaped by the nature and quality 

of their encounter with the institution. With this in mind, the FYE is theoretically distinguished 

by its institution-facing, rather than student-facing, perspective. John Gardner emphasises 

intentionality as an important element in the FYE, i.e. “(the)deliberateness, (the) effort to make 

things happen by design, i.e. those things that must happen if students are likely to be successful 

(Gardner, 1986: 267). 

 

The FYE is primarily defined by an institutional intentionality to create a supportive 

environment for its first-year student population as well as by the organised and integrated 

nature of the institutional effort. A starting point for a conceptualisation of the FYE would be 

the acknowledgment of the first year of study as a critical phase in the academic, psychosocial 

and intellectual development of students, the recognition of the multi-faceted needs of first-

year students, and the intentional effort thereafter to craft an experience which is supportive 

and empowering for first-year students.  

 

FYE as a ‘Change’ or ‘Reform’ Movement 

The FYE is often referred to as a ‘change’ or ‘reform movement’ in the higher education sector. 

The FYE can be seen as the impetus for change in institutional culture, or as Dietsche (2012:38) 

notes, “a change in the way higher education institutions interact with students, create learning 

environments and engineer opportunities for specific experiences.” It can be conceptualised as 

a redefinition of the relationship of institutions to their students. The FYE encourages 
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institutions to engage with students and their experiences from a stance of intentionality, care 

and a greater degree of responsibility for the educational outcomes of students. 

An Underlying Value System for the FYE 

The FYE is also characterised by a particular value system. This value system can be described 

as one which is humanistic and centrally focused on the experiences of students and their 

overall well-being. It draws from a deep pool of academic literature, mainly derived from the 

field of education but not limited to this field. For example, the FYE is strongly influenced by 

macro-sociological perspectives about social integration and its role in preventing conflict, 

harmonising human behavior and establishing social order (Tonnies, 1887; Durkheim, 1897; 

Lockwood, 1964). Anthropological literature about rites of passage in society (van Gennep, 

1909; Turner, 1969) also bears significance for the FYE in terms of the complex series of 

transitions experienced by students in the higher education space. Literature about rites of 

passage helps reinforce the need for institutions to support students as they transition from one 

phase of life to the next as part of the complex journey through the higher education system. 

Influence of Academic Literature on Student Retention and Student Success 

South Africa’s FYE has been predominantly shaped and influenced by academic work in the 

field of higher education. Some of the leading work in the field is authored by professors of 

higher education who are internationally-established voices of authority in the field. For 

example, a key figure in the FYE field is that of Vincent Tinto, a sociologist and professor of 

higher education. Despite having received much critique and revision over the last three 

decades (Braxton et al., 1997; Braxton, 2000 and Metz, 2004), Tinto’s large body of theoretical 

work remains an enduring framework for understanding student retention and success. Tinto’s 

book Completing College: Rethinking Institutional Action (2012) advocates an institution-

facing perspective with a focus on institutional policies and practices which hinder student 

persistence and retention. In line with the contention that students depart from higher education 

on account of the quality of their interactions with the institution, institutions are encouraged 

to provide and implement intentional and student-oriented programmes and facilities in order 

to retain students. Ernest Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini’s acclaimed work How College 

Affects Students (1991) makes a cogent argument for recognition of the impact of the institution 

and its structural make-up on issues of student retention and persistence. 
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Similarly, Alexander Astin (1984) has argued that student involvement is enhanced by the 

availability of support programmes and services which would increase persistence among 

students and in turn, retention. Astin emphasised student involvement and the “quantity and 

quality of the physical and psychological energy that students invest in the college experience” 

(Astin, 1984: 307) as integral to student success. Astin’s work has become known as the theory 

of student involvement. 

 

Educational invitational theory is commonly posited as an important part of the FYE body of 

literature as it offers a theoretical tool with which to interrogate the workings of the institution 

in terms of the experiences of students and their ability to flourish and succeed in the higher 

education environment (Purkey, 1978; Novak and Purkey, 1996). Invitational theory argues 

that the conditions for student success are best enhanced when students are intentionally 

encouraged and ‘invited’ into the world of higher education. Invitational theory is focused upon 

making the learning experience an enriching and personally fulfilling experience for all 

involved in the educative process. It resonates with the contention that “first-year students can 

and will do better when placed in intentional intellectual and social campus environments that 

challenge and support their efforts to succeed” (Gardner et al., 2005: 524).  

 

Shared Aims and Values Across Different Contexts 

FYE’s conceptual underpinnings are essentially about shared aims and values. Literature in the 

field draws attention to how differentially the FYE is constituted in various contexts, whilst 

built on FYE values and principles. The FYE varies by institutional context as well as the 

specificity of particular student characteristics at any given point in time. This point is helpfully 

echoed by Harvey, et al. (2006: 5): “The first-year experience is not a homogeneous experience, 

but a multiplicity of experiences contingent on every type of institution and student 

characteristics.” There can, then, be no uniform blueprint for how an FYE should be 

constituted. Institutions can and should learn from each other’s FYE programmes whilst 

seeking to develop and enhance their FYE in their own particular institutional settings. As 

noted by Johnston (2010:3), “the term FYE is perhaps best seen as a helpful shorthand for a 

complex and dynamic reality.” 
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The FYE comes to South Africa 

Having reviewed the question of what is FYE, the article now turns to the consideration of key 

influences on the development of the FYE in South Africa: What have been the key factors 

which have been conducive to the development of the national FYE? 

Historical Factors 

First of all, an understanding of the development of South Africa’s FYE must be informed by 

historical factors pertaining to the higher education sector and the consequent dramatic changes 

made by the post-apartheid era to the institutional landscape. Figure 1 (below) illustrates the 

existing spread of universities in South Africa. In line with the scope of this article, it does not 

include further education training colleges (FETs) and private higher education service 

providers. Figure 1 allows for a reflection on the great diversity in the university sector, for 

example in terms of geographic spread, number of different campuses and institutional types. 

It also allows reflection on the great trajectory of change on which the higher education sector 

has travelled since the advent of democracy in 1994.  
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Figure 1 is indicative of the complex nature of the institutional terrain within which the FYE 

must integrate. It is imperative to acknowledge the contemporary state of universities in South 

Africa as functioning directly in relation to the history of white political, economic and cultural 

domination in a context of unequal power relations as established in the era of colonialism, 

segregationism, and apartheid rule (Bunting, 2006; Badat, 1999).  South Africa’s universities 

have traversed a long path from the days of their early beginnings under colonialism and later 

apartheid rule. Under apartheid the higher education system was fundamentally unequal: 

eleven universities primarily served white South Africans and only limited forms of tertiary 

education were provided to those who were not classified “white.”5 Institutions were resourced 

in highly differential and unequal ways and the intellectual agenda of each institution differed 

vastly according to the racial designs of the apartheid state. The system was also unwieldy, 

with as many as eight different government authorities responsible for governing the various 

racially and ethnically-based institutions.   

 

In a post-apartheid context, the system was dramatically overhauled and rationalised with a 

single national department put in place to oversee the sector. Far-reaching changes were made 

to the form and functioning of South Africa’s universities, such as the merger of technikons 

and colleges into universities (Jansen, 2002). As indicated by Figure 1, the institutional 

landscape now includes 26 public universities of a variety of different institutional types such 

as traditional universities, universities of technology and comprehensive universities. To date, 

many of the old patterns and divisions of the apartheid past have remained locked in place. The 

Council on Higher Education acknowledged in 2010, “there are still significant differences in 

the resources, skill levels and outputs of those institutions that were historically white (the 

historically advantaged universities or HAU’s) and those that served other racial groups (the 

historically disadvantaged universities or HDU’s),” adding that “these distinctions have 

become blurred in the past decade but continue to influence the culture of institutions and 

campuses” (CHE, 2010: 19). 

 

The implications of historically based fault-lines in the institutional landscape bear 

consideration in light of the complex terrain within which the FYE has inserted itself. Many 

questions arise, some of which are political and others which are purely logistical. For example, 

how would the FYE operate equitably across the many vastly geographically dispersed 

campuses, some of which only serve poor black students? How would the so-called ‘new’ 

institutions, i.e., Mpumalanga University and Sol Plaatje University, grow to the point where 
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they could reasonably serve the needs of first-year students? Given the broader societal context 

of divisions and inequities, it is difficult to imagine a scenario where the FYE is easily and 

uniformly integrated into the institutional structures of South Africa’s universities. It is unlikely 

that there will be a straightforward path for the adoption of the FYE in South Africa. 

 

As a change movement, it is predicted that the FYE will test the capacity of South Africa’s 

universities for change. The successful development of the FYE is contingent on South Africa’s 

universities to absorb and effect change. Studies about change in higher education and the 

effects of ‘institutional culture’ on institutions (Kezar and Eckel, 2002; Smart et al., 1997; 

Tierney and Lanford, 2018) could well serve as a compass for the FYE in the future as the field 

grows and matures.  

 

A Responsive Post-1994 Political Climate 

Without doubt, one of the most critical factors which helped establish the FYE in South Africa 

is the advent of post-apartheid democracy in 1994 – and with that, the opening up of a highly 

unequal, insular and racially and ethnically fragmented higher education space (Bunting, 

2006). The flurry of change and consequent spirit of transformation engendered by the post-

apartheid era with its central focus on social justice, provided a political climate which was 

open to all things new and transformation-oriented. Among the many far-reaching changes of 

the post-apartheid era (including increased student numbers, changing student demographics, 

large-scale restructuring of institutions, and brand-new policy goals), a new and greater 

responsiveness toward the needs of students can be seen as one of the more positive gains of 

the time. This provided the right kind of receptive environment and enabling conditions for the 

development and establishment of FYE in South Africa.  

 

The growth of the FYE in South Africa is situated in the context of the urgent need to improve 

student success rates in South Africa in line with the political imperatives of the time. South 

Africa’s National Plan for Higher Education (2001) called directly upon higher education 

institutions to improve educational quality and show greater effectiveness in teaching and 

learning. The Green Paper for Post-School Education and Training stated that the improvement 

of throughput rates was “the top strategic priority of university education” (DHET, 2012). 

Institutions of higher education were actively challenged to reconsider their responsibilities 

toward their students, in the context of what Webbstock and Fisher (CHE, 2016:19) call “the 
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social justice imperative – the need for fundamental transformation of the system and the 

institutions within it to create a more equitable platform in which all races and classes have 

equal opportunities to realise their potential as part of the democratisation project and in which 

past inequities were addressed.”  

 

South Africa’s National Development Plan (NDP, 2011: 271) recognised that, “while the South 

African higher education system functions relatively well, higher education faces major 

challenges: low participation rates, high attrition rates, a curriculum that does not speak to 

society and its needs, the absence of an enabling environment that allows every individual to 

express and reach full potential, and poor knowledge production that often does not translate 

into innovation.” Amidst this complex set of challenges faced by the higher education system, 

problems of low participation, poor throughput rates and high attrition became elevated in 

profile. Statistical data from government sources in the form of multi-year cohort tracking 

showed that the first year of study is (and continues to be) a critical point of attrition for the 

higher education system. 

 

There has also been growing recognition of the long-standing nature of the problem, lending 

impetus to the need to address the issue of student success on a national basis. Work by Akoojee 

and Nkomo (2007) has shown that problems of low throughput and overall poor performance 

were in fact not new to the country. Akoojee and Nkomo show that poor throughput had 

historically been a sore spot for South Africa’s universities, with Commissions having been 

appointed by successive apartheid governments to address the matter on behalf of white 

students. Urgent attention to the long-standing matters of student success was deemed a top 

priority.    

 

Political attention and resources were assigned to help address the problem of poor throughput. 

Several high-profile interventions were put in place to help remedy the situation. Higher 

education funds were earmarked for student success initiatives. A proposal for undergraduate 

curriculum reform was released by the Council on Higher Education as a means of helping 

influence poor educational outcomes (CHE, 2013). The Council on Higher Education also 

developed the Quality Enhancement Project (QEP), a national project intended to stimulate 

student success in individual institutions of higher education through a wide range of 

interventions aimed at the improvement of teaching and learning (Strydom and Strydom, 

2004). Universities responded to the problem of poor student success rates by way of a number 
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of strategies. Such strategies included the increase and deepening of the range of academic 

support initiatives available to students, and the scaling up of support services which are 

intended to rescue students from being lost to the system. 

 

The influential work of George Kuh (2008) has often been used by universities as a guideline 

for their work in the field of student support. Many of the strategies and practices used by 

universities are in line with the concept of high impact educational practices as summarised by 

George Kuh in his report High-Impact Educational Practices: What They Are, Who Has Access 

to Them, and Why They Matter (2008). According to Kuh, high-impact educational practices 

are broadly defined as “teaching and learning practices that have been widely tested and have 

been shown to be beneficial for college students toward increased rates of retention and student 

engagement” (Kuh, 2008: 9).  

 

It is worth noting here that despite the active pursuit of a transformative agenda for higher 

education of the previous two decades, the higher education sector continues to be a site of 

ongoing contestation (Reddy, 2004). It is within this site of contestation that many of the 

apartheid-inherited cracks and faultlines in the institutional landscape have combined with 

deeply rooted societal issues such as economic inequalities, racism, and various forms of social 

injustice, and contributed toward the increased destabilisation of an already volatile sector. The 

#FeesMustFall campaign of student mobilisation which began in October 2015, crystallised 

large-scale discontent among students, staff and management bodies about issues such as an 

alienating curriculum, financial exclusions and the reification of race and class in South 

Africa’s institutions of higher education (Hodes, 2017). Although the #FeesMustFall 

movement began peacefully, it then degenerated into violent forms of protest in many 

institutions resulting in heightened conflict with police and university authorities and the 

securitisation of many campuses. This movement should not be seen as a new phenomenon but 

rather a manifestation of unresolved issues simmering beneath the surface of the institutional 

landscape. #FeesMustFall and all the political and institutional instability that it encompasses, 

presents sobering possibilities for future destabilisation of the FYE. 

 

Although a pool of literature has quickly sprung up around #FeesMustFall campaign (Booysen 

et al, 2010; Luescher, 2016; Langa, 2017), it is noteworthy that none of it has established any 

form of connection with the FYE. Both the FYE and #FeesMustFall are change movements. 

Both share key similarities in the transformative mission of the lives and experiences of 

http://secure.aacu.org/store/detail.aspx?id=E-HIGHIMP
http://secure.aacu.org/store/detail.aspx?id=E-HIGHIMP
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students. But #Fees Must Fall has also functioned in highly destructive ways, e.g., shutting 

down institutions, postponement of examinations and causing arson and damage of university 

property such as the libraries used by students.  It remains to be seen how the FYE can continue 

its current trajectory of development in the context of ongoing institutional instability. 

Exploring the connections between the FYE and the #Fees Must Fall movement could inspire 

a broader understanding of the collective actions and processes that could increase the effect 

and impact of the FYE movement. This, however, must be the subject of further academic 

deliberation and merits a larger research project. 

Global Higher Education Trends 

It is also the case that global higher education trends have influenced the establishment and 

development of the FYE in South Africa, albeit in an indirect way. Such trends include that of 

increased financial pressures, greater competitiveness, technological changes, and 

massification (CHE, 2016). Collectively and individually, these broader higher education 

trends have helped shape a macro-environment where there is sharper focus on the quality of 

education as well as greater pressure brought to bear on the higher education system to 

demonstrate value for students. Institutions are now under keener scrutiny than ever before. 

The quality of undergraduate education, as well as specifically that of first year of study, has 

taken on great importance for universities who are anxious about retention rates as well as hard-

pressed to demonstrate that they are meeting the needs of students. Student success metrics 

such as throughput rates provide a powerful impetus to scale-up an improved undergraduate 

student experience. 

One such global higher education trend with direct implications for the FYE is that of 

massification or the rapid expansion of the student population (Hornsby and Osman, 2014). 

Massification, or the rapid expansion of the student population, and the concomitant large class 

sizes which are the result thereof, is of particular concern for the FYE. It is argued that 

impersonal large-class settings which often require students to passively absorb lecture material 

“seem to militate against the very elements that promote students’ involvement and intellectual 

development, learning and success” (Macgregor et al., 2000). Universities have had to 

reconsider teaching and learning methods for first-year students. 
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Key International Influences 

It is also the case that the development of the FYE in South Africa has been stimulated by 

international influences, i.e. by the well-established FYE in countries such as the United States, 

Australia, New Zealand, United Kingdom and various European continental countries. The 

established global presence of the FYE has helped accelerate a drive to establish a similar kind 

of academic space for the FYE in South Africa. This is especially so as the higher education 

sector opened up in a post-1994 context and academics became increasingly exposed to 

international conference circuits as part of a newly-expanded academic world. An important 

factor in building South Africa’s FYE is the professional contacts built at such conferences in 

tandem with the goodwill and eagerness of many international colleagues to contribute to the 

country’s growing FYE. There is no doubt that, despite the variance in country contexts, the 

existence of this global network has accelerated the development of the FYE in South Africa.6  

Contemporary leadership in the global FYE space has been provided predominantly by the 

National Resource Centre for the First-Year Experience and Students in Transition (NRC) 

based at the University of South Carolina.7 The NRC has consistently promoted a global focus 

on the FYE, such that it is acknowledged that “as a result many institutions around the world 

have come to realise the value of focusing on first-year students and other students in transition 

and have come to explore other ways of supporting their first-years” (Nutt and Calderon, 

2009:3). The NRC’s first International Meeting in 1986 can be seen as the catalyst for many 

related initiatives in later years such as the Pacific Rim Conferences on the First Year in Higher 

Education in 1995, the Student Transitions, Achievements Retention and Success (STARS) 

Conference and the European First-Year Experience (EFYE) Conference in 2005.  The earliest 

national conferences hosted by South Africa were that of the 1st Southern African Conference 

on the First-Year Experience: Opening Conversations on First-Year Success at University of 

Stellenbosch in 2008 and the other at the University of Johannesburg in 2013. National FYE 

conferences have since been hosted by the SANRC, with the first one having been convened 

in 2015. 

Being situated as part of a global FYE network has reaped many benefits for South Africa’s 

FYE. It has helped create cooperative alliances for the delegates on the conference circuit, both 

across and within different institutions. It has provided higher education professionals with the 

opportunities to seek out and work with other universities both in and beyond one’s own 

country. This is particularly useful in an era of heightened institutional competitiveness. It 
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enables institutions to learn constructively from each other rather than operating on the basis 

of isolation and mistrust. The development of a cross-section of outward-looking FYE scholars 

who can work effectively across and within institutional boundaries and national borders can 

be seen as a positive gain for South Africa’s FYE. The benefits therein will likely be seen in 

the near to medium term future where it is possible that many other useful alliances can and 

will be developed. 

International academic literature on the FYE has also stimulated the growth of South Africa’s 

FYE. Some of the most popular and frequently cited works in FYE have emerged from the 

field of education and most notably from professors of higher education mentioned above (e.g., 

Vincent Tinto, Alexander Astin, George Kuh, Ernest Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini). These 

scholars draw on decades of research as well as experience in different higher education 

environments to argue for the quality of the interaction between students and institutions as the 

key ingredient in helping students succeed at university.  

The leading scholarship in this field has made a clear case for the deployment of FYE 

programmes as well as adoption of the underlying value system of FYE. The academic weight 

and significance of the leading scholarship in this field has presented universities with a strong 

case for institutional change. It has also helped reframe some of the scholarly debates which 

inform the teaching and learning agendas at many institutions of higher education. For 

example, Morrow’s concept of epistemological access or “access to the knowledge that 

universities distribute” (Morrow, 2009) has helped stimulate much professional reflection in 

many institutions in terms of the major pedagogical and curricula-related implications Morrow 

poses for the way in which learning environments are constituted.  

In summary, the existence of key international influences such as the global FYE network in 

tandem with FYE-related literature has functioned as an important anchor for the FYE in South 

Africa. It has helped create the kind of favourable environment which has been conducive to 

establishing the FYE. With the authoritative weight of a global FYE community and supporting 

academic literature behind the FYE, institutions of higher education have been encouraged, in 

varying ways, to change how they relate to students. It is for this reason, for example, that the 

infrastructure of student support services focused on helping students adapt to university life 

has expanded in many institutions.  



15 

 

The Scope of South Africa’s FYE 

Exactly what FYE programmes and other forms of support for first-year students have then 

been developed and made available for first-year students in the country? As a concept, FYE 

is a relatively recent addition to South Africa’s higher education landscape. It is only in the 

past two decades that FYE has gained widespread popularity and familiarity of use in South 

Africa’s higher education sector. Although there had been many interventions aimed at 

improving student retention and increasing academic achievement, FYE programmes were not 

typically regarded as a ‘must’ for institutions which were then largely oriented toward 

Darwinian-type notions of ‘sink or swim’ in the first year of university study.  

As an area of academic study, the FYE has previously tended to be seen as a somewhat 

marginal sub-field located in the broader terrain of academic development and teaching and 

learning. It has hitherto lacked the anchoring bases of a strong local literature base, specialist 

journal or even a supporting conference. To date, FYE does not yet have the status of a separate 

field of academic enquiry in South Africa. The net effect of this is that the field of FYE remains 

a work in progress in South Africa.  

Historical Trajectory of South Africa’s FYE 

An early starting point in the development of South Africa’s FYE is the establishment of the 

First-Year Academy (FYA) at the University of Stellenbosch in 2006 as part of a systemic 

approach by University of Stellenbosch to assess and improve upon its approach toward its 

first-year students (Nutt and Calderon, 2009: 95). Soon thereafter in 2008, Stellenbosch 

University hosted a national FYE conference. The hosting of this national FYE conference can 

be seen as a groundbreaking initiative for the country. Stellenbosch University can be singled 

out for the early leadership role taken by the institution in the field of FYE. 

Other significant milestones for South Africa’s FYE include: (a) the establishment of a First-

Year Special Interest Group (SIG) as part of South Africa’s teaching and learning network, the 

Higher Education Teaching and Learning Association of Southern Africa (HELTASA); (b) the 

inception of the Teaching Development Grant (TDG), a state funding mechanism focused on 

supporting student success initiatives at South Africa’s institutions of higher education; and, 

(c) establishment of the South African National Resource Centre for the First-Year Experience 

and Students in Transition, an independent centre which was funded by the selfsame TDG.8 

Such milestones signaled important progress in the development of South Africa’s FYE.  
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What then are some key areas related to the national picture of FYE in South Africa today? 

Foremost, it is necessary to point to: (a) the range of support services and mechanisms made 

available to first-year students to meet their needs at the level of the first year of study and 

beyond; (b) location of the FYE programmes and how they are constituted at the institutional 

level; (c) how FYE programmes are funded; and, (d) how they are staffed. 

This article cannot hope to capture the entirety of the FYE in South Africa – especially as a 

large amount of variation exists among FYE programmes. The shape and size of FYE 

programmes is often contingent upon different factors such as resources, availability of 

staffing, the supportiveness of organisational cultures toward the FYE, and so on. Similarly, 

not all of the student support services mentioned herein are available at every university. It is 

also understood that the presence of such well-intentioned interventions, such as orientation 

and student services, is in no way indicative of actually how useful or accessible they are to 

students.9 Only future research which is sufficiently fine-grained enough to show variation 

among the different universities will be able to critically address how the FYE is operating in 

practice in full. 

A prima facie observation of South Africa’s FYE reveals an uneven FYE landscape in which 

South African institutions of higher education are seen to be at varying stages of development 

in terms of their FYE. There are also differing degrees of formality attached to South Africa’s 

FYE programmes. Some institutions such as University of Johannesburg and University of 

Cape Town have formal well-established programmes. Others, such as Walter Sisulu 

University (WSU) and University of Zululand (UniZulu) have not yet implemented stand-alone 

FYE programmes and are in the midst of attempting to implement them. There are also other 

institutions which do not have formal FYE programmes in place. They are nonetheless able to 

show that they are significantly invested in supporting their first-year students.  

Upon deeper investigation, though, it may be discerned that the FYE is not as uneven as it may 

first appear. The aforementioned unevenness is offset by what could be described as a slowly 

emerging pattern of coherence amongst the FYE programmes at different institutions. It has 

been possible to observe a trend of institutions attempting to learn from each other’s practices. 

The fledgling attempts of institutions to reach out, learn from each other and replicate good 

practices may well help smooth out the current unevenness.  
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Range of Support Services and Mechanisms made Available to First-Year Students  

Taken as a whole, the field of FYE work taking place at South Africa’s universities covers a 

broad and complex landscape. At a central institutional level there are different ways in which 

universities are focused on the first-year student population, some of which has involved a 

deepening of customary institutional activities aimed at first-year students and others which 

can be seen as new innovations.  

With the advent of FYE programmes, it is possible to observe a growing inclination, in certain 

institutions, toward the reconfiguration of physical spaces such as lecture rooms and libraries, 

in order to support a more welcoming environment for students and first-year students in 

particular. For example, the University of Zululand has recently publicly announced its focus 

on ameliorating the problem of large class sizes in the first year through the redesign of lecture 

rooms and the provision of relevant technology for both staff and students (Songca, 2018).  

Institutional libraries are increasingly at the forefront of innovations to contribute to student 

success, with a particular focus on support for the first-year student. Many institutions routinely 

hold sessions introducing first-year students to the library in the first two weeks of the academic 

semester. Specially designated First-Year librarians are often assigned to students who require 

assistance. Neerputh and Thomson (2018) have reported on a growing movement among 

academic libraries in South Africa to introduce first-year students to library resources and 

familiarise them with the processes of interacting with library staff and spending time using 

the library. Their work is in line with the important recognition of the link between student 

success and the use of academic libraries by the Library Association of South Africa (LIASA), 

the professional body for librarians in South Africa (www.liasa-new.org.za).  Such new 

initiatives can be seen as important gains for the first-year student population.  

Many of the current efforts to support first-year students are based on reinforcing existing and 

customary institutional practices for students. These include the collection of statistical data, 

the hosting of orientation programmes and the provision of various tools for student support 

(academic and non-academic). While institutions have routinely collected statistical data about 

students at different points in the academic year in order to aid good practice and design 

relevant interventions for students, it is possible to now detect a keener focus on data related to 

the first year of study. Many institutions have now developed specific surveys for first-year 

students in order to gauge their experiences and needs, and respond accordingly.  

file:///C:/Users/vpcf115fg/Documents/Annsilla2019/www.liasa-new.org.za


18 

 

Orientation programmes are a typical means by which institutions reach out to first-year 

students and help them adjust to their new environment. According to Mack, orientation 

programmes are intended to “create an intentional experience that demonstrates to a new 

student the interrelationship among the college’s various departments and how he/she fits in,” 

as well as to “provide individuals with a holistic view of the college experience” (Mack, 

2010:5). Although orientation programmes in South Africa vary widely in their content and 

approach, interest is growing in establishing national standards and guidelines for orientation 

programmes; institutions generally invest a great deal of resources in this activity and are 

increasingly looking to deepen the content of their orientation programmes.  

Institutions also offer a host of support services to first-year students (academic and non-

academic). Those that are non-academic generally fall under the category of Student Services 

and include psychological counselling, financial aid, health services, employment/career 

guidance and life skills-related services such as financial literacy and study skills. These 

services are intended to help first-year students adjust to the academic and social demands of 

university study.   

The academic support programmes for first-year students are typically located within centres 

for academic development and/or teaching and learning. This is in line with the complementary 

relationship of FYE with the field of what is known as ‘academic development’ (Scott, 2009 

and Boughey, 2010).10 Academic support initiatives can also be based in various departments 

and faculties. The range of academic support initiatives generally available include foundation 

programmes, early ‘warning’ systems for students who are perceived as at risk of failing or 

dropping out, tutor development, peer leadership, mentorship programmes, writing centres and 

various types of curriculum development initiatives. Some institutions are making use of 

Supplemental Instruction (SI), a US-based academic support model which consists of small 

group-based, peer-assisted study sessions aimed at providing support in the context of 

historically challenging courses (Hurley and Gilbert, 2008). As noted by Jacobs and Stone 

(2008), SI is intended to support all students, but it is seen as especially effective as an 

intervention for difficult first-year courses.11   

Turning to describe some of the main features of FYE programmes, it has to be noted here that 

it is not always possible to delineate the precise parameters of an FYE programme – particularly 

so where it intersects with more general institutional or department-based support mechanisms 

for first-year students such as those described above.  
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Location of the FYE Programmes and How they are Constituted at the Institutional Level 

FYE programmes are predominantly affiliated with teaching and learning units. The 

association with teaching and learning serves as the central institutional anchor for South 

Africa’s FYE. For example, the FYE is affiliated with centres dedicated to teaching and 

learning in the case of University of Cape Town (UCT), Cape Peninsula University of 

Technology (CPUT), University of Free State (UFS), Nelson Mandela University (NMU), and 

Durban University of Technology (DUT).  

Some institutions have formal designated FYE programmes which are managed by a central 

FYE coordinator as well as being faculty-based. A central institutional FYE committee 

typically serves as the means by which the FYE is able to reach the whole institution. The 

University of Johannesburg (UJ) is a case in point. From its earliest inception in 2007 as 

‘Project Mpumelelo (Success),’ the FYE programme at UJ has been located at the Academic 

Development Centre (ADC) (De Kadt, 2010). To date the FYE is managed by a single 

coordinator from within the ADC. The FYE was anchored by a strong commitment to teaching 

and learning and the role of FYE therein, through a Senate-approved Teaching and Learning 

Strategy as well as a strong support base from the Faculties and Divisions on all four of UJ’s 

campuses. The acquisition of the full support of senior management such as the Deputy Vice 

Chancellor (DVC) Academic and the Senate Teaching and Learning Committee has ensured 

that the FYE is now a staple feature of the institution. The University of Johannesburg is often 

regarded in an aspirational light as a ‘model’ FYE by other institutions in South Africa.    

The FYE programme at the University of Cape Town (UCT) was established in 2010. The FYE 

coordinator is located at the Centre for Higher Education Development (CHED). The 

coordinator liaises with a broad institutional structure consisting of key stakeholders such as 

faculties, residences, and student affairs in order to mainstream the FYE throughout the whole 

institution. UCT’s FYE is also backed by senior institutional support. The wide array of 

initiatives intended to support first-year students (e.g. pre-admissions counselling with the 

Careers Service, orientation, early assessment systems, and digital literacy workshops) also 

serves as an indication of the level of embeddedness of the FYE at UCT (Samson, 2017).   The 

Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT) has an FYE coordinator who is based at 

Fundani Centre for Higher Education Development. The FYE coordinator is the Head of 

Student Learning at CPUT.  
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Some institutions (e.g. Wits University, University of Stellenbosch, Rhodes University, 

University of Pretoria) have located their FYE programmes within the Department of Student 

Affairs. Rhodes University hosts its Extended First-Year Experience programme (‘Sereti’)12 

within the Division of Student Affairs. In the case of Wits University, the FYE programme is 

seen as a function of the division of Student Affairs.  

The First-Year Academy (FYA) at Stellenbosch University (SU) was first established in 2006 

as an initiative of the Division of Student Affairs. According to the First-Year Academy, “every 

aspect of the students’ experience of university life impacts their chances of achieving success 

and (this) is the reason why the entire University, including residence life, sport, community 

engagement and recreation has been made part of the scope of the First-Year Academy” (Nutt 

and Calderon, 2009: 96). Although the First-Year Academy has been scaled down to a certain 

extent since its early inception in 2006, it remains part of the broader framework under which 

the institution’s FYE is constituted. 

Other institutions position their commitment to FYE in a different way. For example, the 

University of Free State has established the UFS101 module, a compulsory credit-bearing 

module for all first-year students which aims to “teach students how to engage with complex 

problems from multiple perspectives; as well as to develop graduates that will be competent 

citizens and compassionate human beings” (Oosthuizen et al., 2017: 56). Having been first 

implemented in 2012, the UFS101 has been in existence for some time and has now established 

itself as an important part of the institution’s FYE.  

Funding 

When it comes to the question of funding FYE programmes the sources of information therein 

are not always clear or accurate. Funding sources for FYE programmes are generally either 

drawn from external sources usually in the form of earmarked funds from the Department of 

Higher Education and Training (DHET)13 or from the central operating budgets of institutions. 

Some institutions indicated in the initial SANRC survey that their FYE funding is a mix of 

both external funding as well as DHET funds. The amounts for FYE budgets vary. FYE 

budgets, whether funds are from internal or external sources, can range from approximately 

R5,000 to R4.4 million on an annual basis (SANRC FYE Survey, 2016).  

It may be typically assumed that the level of institutional commitment to the FYE can be 

gauged from the amount of resources that are assigned therein. However, it is not possible to 
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gauge the level of institutional commitment to the FYE on the basis of the financial information 

available. Despite the absence of accurate financial information, it is clear is that Teaching 

Development Grant (TDG) funds, and now since 2017 University Capacity Development Grant 

(UCDG) funds, have played a significant role in the development of South Africa’s FYE. Since 

the TDG first began operating in 2004, it has provided an important pipeline of funding for 

South Africa’s universities. It has served as a strong enabling factor for South Africa’s FYE 

and allowed institutions to increase the scale and depth of the work they are doing in relation 

to FYE and student support.  

Moreover, there is scope for a strengthened commitment to the FYE through the earmarked 

grants. The UCDG now articulates a dedicated focus on matters of student success and 

explicitly addresses the FYE. However, it is of concern that funding continues to operate in 

three-year grant cycles and there is still little sustained resource commitment to institutions.  

Staffing 

As far as the staffing of FYE programmes is concerned there is a great deal of variation in the 

staffing complement of South Africa’s FYE. The number of staff who are dedicated FYE 

personnel varies, ranging from as few as a couple to as many as 39. Although a grounding in 

the field of education is a typical attribute of many who work in the field, FYE also draws in 

scholars from different academic disciplines; and FYE programmes are also staffed by those 

with varying kinds of professional expertise (SANRC FYE Survey, 2016).  

The permanence of the posts varies, with some on permanent posts while others are on fixed 

term contracts (SANRC FYE Survey, 2016). Short-term contractual conditions make it 

difficult to attract highly qualified staff and there are few incentives for existing staff to 

improve their practice. Consequently, there has been slow progress in terms of the growth of a 

specific population of FYE scholars and practitioners. Ideally it would be of research interest 

to learn about how FYE staff are recruited, and to confirm the range of skills, competencies or 

areas of academic specialisation that would be required in order to work in the field of FYE.  

It is of ancillary interest that some of those who work in the field of FYE report that they are 

over-extended in their current posts and require additional staff to help fully meet the needs of 

first-year students on the different campuses of their institutions. Some report often having to 

manage institutional duties which extend beyond the mandate of their FYE work for which 
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they are principally employed. This means that they do not have the time to research and 

publish as much as they would wish to do. (Personal communications, 2017). 

Conclusion 

This article has broadly sketched a picture of a new field which is slowly beginning to cohere 

under a set of key influences, such as the international higher education environment, the 

leadership offered by the international FYE movement, and focused political attention by 

different stakeholders in South Africa. It has also illustrated the variable mix of first-year 

student support practices and strategies which are being used in universities across South 

Africa. By way of conclusion some questions about the FYE as well as prospects for continued 

future development of South Africa’s FYE are presented here.  

It can be said that not enough is yet known about the FYE to advance definitive conclusions 

about the field. It is certainly clear that the FYE is still very much at a developmental stage in 

South Africa. There are, however, a few questions raised herein that bear some discussion in 

terms of helping South Africa’s FYE to progress beyond its current developmental stage. 

First, it can be asked: Are FYE programmes currently configured in the best possible way to 

serve the needs of students? With regard to the functioning of FYE programmes, it is important 

to assess the relationship of FYE programmes to the institution within which they are located 

as well as the interconnectedness of the various FYE initiatives taking place at the institution. 

It seems axiomatic that FYE programmes should be sufficiently linked with other parts of the 

institution which impact directly on first-year students, such as, for example, admissions, 

student accommodation and financial aid. This would ensure a sufficiently integrated approach 

for the FYE and may mitigate against students having to encounter the institution on disparate 

and fragmented terms. As noted by Koch and Gardner (2014:37), “Students can and do make 

sense of these various pieces on their own- and unfortunately they do so at both their and the 

institution’s peril. The best learning occurs when an institution intentionally connects its first-

year components in a meaningful and explicit manner.” The case can be made for institutions 

to intentionally design integrated FYE programmes which link students to the most important 

institutional departments and services related to their academic and social well-being.   

Second, it can also be asked: Do FYE programmes capitalise on the many institutional 

relationships which can be leveraged to help grow the programme? Collaborative partnerships 

amongst different parts of the institution are recommended for FYE programmes to take hold 
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and flourish in institutions. Kuh et al. (2005: 157) note that “effective partnerships between 

those who have the most contact with students – faculty and student affairs professionals” help 

foster a sense of collaboration and shared responsibility between different stakeholders at the 

institution. FYE programmes are influenced in varying degrees by the diverse array of 

stakeholders in the broader university community (faculty, staff, administrators and students). 

A political process of engagement between the university and its diverse constituencies must 

be undertaken in order for an FYE programme to become an accepted part of how the institution 

operates. 

One of the most important institutional relationships that could be leveraged for FYE 

programmes is that of senior leadership. Senior institutional leadership is often cited as one of 

the key factors in cohering and strengthening the field of FYE. The dynamics of change in 

higher education are inevitably influenced by the leadership and governance structures of 

institutions, all of which play a key role in the institutional politics, power relations and 

coalition-building processes which help to strengthen and embed the FYE, as well as endow it 

with legitimacy and authority at the institution. Without engagement between senior 

management at top institutional levels and other key institutional stakeholders, FYE 

programmes are unlikely to succeed.  

Furthermore, it can be asked: Are FYE programmes able to clearly articulate their key purpose 

and goals? According to Kuh, et al (2005: 25) institutions with a consistent record of student 

success share the following characteristics: “(1) clearly articulated educational purposes and 

aspirations, and (2) a coherent relatively well-understood philosophy of ‘how we do things 

here.’” They recommend that a clearly articulated mission and philosophy should be developed 

to underpin FYE programmes and one that is in tune with the overarching purposes and value 

systems of the institution. Such a mission statement should find a comfortable ‘fit’ with core 

institutional purposes and value systems, in order to demonstrate the centrality of matters of 

student success and FYE to the work of the institution. This would then make it easier to 

develop a ‘specialist’ focus for the FYE and in turn, attract specialist skills and expertise to the 

field.   

Finally, it is asked: How are institutions able to support students beyond the first year of study 

and align the first year to other forms of transition in the higher education journey of students? 

In line with the goal of institutional integration, FYE programmes would do well to 

acknowledge that the first year is one part of many transitions experienced by students in the 
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entirety of their journey through higher education. FYE programmes should also be able to 

connect synergistically with other phases of student transition, such as the following years of 

undergraduate study as well as the postgraduate phase. Coherence with other phases of 

transition would possibly play a role in contributing toward reducing costs and enhancing the 

efficiency of FYE programmes. It may also lead to greater educational gains for students in a 

longer-term context. Ideally, close linkages between different forms of support and different 

phases of the higher education journey should form the basis for a coherent and well-

coordinated first-year experience which is structurally embedded within the institution.  

The aforementioned questions have been offered here in the hopes that they may help propel 

many institutions and FYE programmes into areas of growth hitherto unimagined. It is hoped 

that such initial questions and the insights presented herein may evolve into a much wider 

conversation which will strengthen the work being done at South Africa’s universities and help 

sustain the national FYE. 

 

In summary, a cautiously positive prognosis of the future of this slowly-emerging field is 

advanced here. It is possible to predict that South Africa’s FYE movement will progress and 

mature in the following two decades, to the point where FYE will grow as an academic 

discipline in its own right and where it will become a core strategic pillar for the operation of 

institutions in order to help guide the educational purposes and aspirations of institutions. It is 

possible to imagine, for example, that a research chair in FYE can be created in due course.  

The importance of nurturing and encouraging a strong local literature base to support the 

intellectual life and research needs of South Africa’s FYE programmes cannot be over-

emphasised. The SANRC is counted as a significant step in terms of raising the profile of FYE 

and establishing it as a key goal and measure for South Africa’s universities. The continued 

development of the dedicated national centre for South Africa’s FYE will ensure an abundance 

of opportunities to grow the field both in terms of scholarship and practice. The national centre 

can (and does) provide the foundations for development and coherence of the field through the 

hosting of a national conference, the publication of academic works on the FYE, and other 

continuing education opportunities.  

The optimism expressed herein is tempered with a realistic appreciation of the limits of South 

Africa’s universities and their capacity to successfully integrate the FYE within the prevailing 
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context of institutional and societal instability. South Africa’s FYE is likely to be as strong or 

as weak as the various institutions within which it is located. South Africa’s FYE cannot 

divorce itself from institutional realities and their underlying political character as well as the 

broader socio-economic spectrum from which students come.14 Moreover, unpredictability is 

to be expected. The higher education sector and the broader South African society within which 

it is embedded, is fluid, dynamic and highly unpredictable. That which is currently presented 

here can be rendered quickly outdated through the rapid pace of change and the differential 

responses of institutions and other higher education stakeholders. Only limited conclusions can 

be drawn as to how deeply and measurably the FYE will actually contribute in the long term 

to the ability of South Africa’s universities to retain students and increase their well-being. In 

spite of the stated optimistic view of future development, the longevity of the FYE in South 

Africa remains to be seen.  

Questions of sustainability loom large for the FYE. At this particular stage of development of 

South Africa’s FYE, financial support of the FYE is perhaps one of the most crucial aspects 

underlying the future progress of the field. FYE remains largely reliant on DHET funding. Full-

fledged financial commitment on the part of institutions is not yet on the cards. While this may 

simply be a temporary phase, it does require sustained effort on the part of key FYE 

stakeholders to market and campaign for the FYE. Financial constraints impose limitations on 

many different aspects of FYE programmes including that of infrastructure, staffing and skills. 

As the FYE is still fairly new to those outside the higher education sector, its appeal to external 

funders is as yet undeveloped. Continued support from the DHET is essential in order to grow 

the FYE and allow the necessary time to cultivate an appropriate range of relationships with 

other funders – such as that of private and corporate donors – and invite their financial support.    

Many more questions about South Africa’s FYE could be raised. Right now, it is simply hoped 

that this article may break new ground in establishing knowledge and understanding of the 

FYE in South Africa, and help stimulate other similar scholarly research initiatives about the 

FYE in South Africa. It is anticipated that further work will emerge to ‘drill deeper’ into the 

many areas of possible analysis raised herein and provide finer-grained insight into the national 

FYE. Deeper questions about the efficacy of FYE initiatives, overall sustainability and future 

progress of the FYE remain intriguing areas of ongoing enquiry. 
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11 The SANRC is an independent national centre focused on promoting FYE scholarship and practice in South 

Africa. It was established in 2015 with funds from the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET). 
2 Private institutions of higher education were excluded from this initial sample on account of the lack of 

systematic information available as well as the complexities of accreditation processes for private institutions. 

Although repeated attempts were made to contact South Africa’s Technical and Vocational Education and 

Training (TVET) colleges, little success was experienced in reaching this sector. TVET colleges were therefore 

not part of the sample targeted for the email survey.  
3 The following institutions sent back survey questionnaires in varying degrees of completion: University of Cape 

Town; Cape Peninsula University of Technology; University of Free State; University of Johannesburg; Nelson 

Mandela University; University of Pretoria; Stellenbosch University; University of South Africa; Walter Sisulu 

University; University of the Witwatersrand (Wits); Durban University of Technology; University of KwaZulu 

Natal; University of Zululand (UniZulu); University of Mpumalanga; Central University of Technology; 

University of Fort Hare; North West University; and Sol Plaatje University. 
4 Due to the complexity of how the FYE is constituted at different institutions, the survey was often unable to 

reach the correct pool of respondents necessary to fully answer the questionnaire. Many respondents also 

complained about being unable to complete the questionnaire on account of their large workloads. 
5 The eleven universities designated for white South Africans were classified according to language of instruction: 

i.e., five Afrikaans-speaking universities (Rand Afrikaans University, Stellenbosch University, University of the 

Orange Free State, University of Pretoria, and University of Potchefstroom); four English-language universities 

(University of Natal, University of the Witwatersrand, University of Cape Town, and Rhodes University) and two 

bilingual universities (University of South Africa and University of Port Elizabeth). There were also separate 

institutions catering for different race groups: University of Durban-Westville for Indians, University of Western 

Cape for so-called Coloureds, and four universities for ‘Africans’ (Medunsa, University of Zululand, University 

of Fort Hare, University of the North, and Vista University). There was also a further subgroup of institutions for 

‘Africans’ in the so-called independent homelands of Transkei, Venda, and Bophuthatswana (i.e. University of 

the Transkei, University of Venda and University of Bophuthatswana as they were then named). 
6 Nutt and Calderon (2009) provide a detailed overview of the international FYE movement in their work 

‘International Perspectives on the First-Year Experience in Higher Education.’  
7 The National Resource Centre for the First-Year Experience and Students in Transition (NRC) has been 

instrumental in supporting FYE movements in various countries. For example, the NRC has been working closely 

with Canadian universities in terms of their FYE and supporting the Canadian Centre for the First-Year Experience 

and Students in Transition. The NRC also helped to support and launch the South African National Resource 

Centre for the First-Year Experience and Students in Transition (SANRC) in 2015. To date, the NRC and SANRC 

hold a collaborative Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between the two organisations. 
8 See http://www.sanrc.co.za for further information about the SANRC and how it operates in line with its mission 

to strengthen the FYE in South Africa. 
9 This point is underscored by a 2008 study of poor rural students by the education NGO Rural Education Access 

Programme (REAP). This study by REAP which showed that support services are not always sufficiently utilised 

on account of institutional and socio-cultural factors (Jones et al., 2008). The REAP report has noted that “it is 

not enough to have support systems in place and to expect students to make use of them” (13). The authors argue 

that institutions need to take into account the students’ ability to access such services, with particular reference to 

students who are second-language English speakers and who may be stigmatised for reaching out for such forms 

of support.  

10 Volbrecht and Boughey conceptualise academic development as “an open set of practices concerned with 

improving the quality of teaching and learning in higher education” (2004: 58). In acknowledging the definitional 

complexities of the concept of academic development, Leibowitz defines academic development in a broad sense 

as being “about the creation of conditions supportive of teaching and learning in the broadest sense” (2014: 359). 

Lewin and Mawoyo characterise AD as “at the heart of issues related to access and success in South Africa, given 

the importance of academic interventions in creating meaningful access and improving success rates” (2014: 63).  
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11 Nelson Mandela University (NMU) is the national SI Centre for South Africa. NMU is nationally responsible 

for the training and accreditation of SI facilitators.   
12 Sereti is a Sesotho word meaning ‘shade’ or ‘the shadow that you cast.’ 
13 The TDG grant has been an important part of the pipeline of state funding to South Africa’s public universities. 

It has since been replaced by the University Capacity Development Grant (UCDG) in 2017. The UCDG is a 

consolidation of both the Teaching Development Grant and the Research Development Grant (RDP), two previous 

earmarked grants which operated as part of the state’s university funding framework. According to the DHET, 

the purpose of the UCDG is “to further advance the gains that have been enabled through the TDG and RDG; to 

ensure that the overlap areas that existed between the TDG and RDG will be more efficiently addressed to avoid 

duplication and wastage of resources and to enable other areas of university development to be supported that 

have hitherto been neglected” (DHET, 2013; DHET, 2017). 
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