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MESSAGE FROM SANRC DIRECTOR

I am happy to welcome you all to the 9th Annual SANRC 
First-Year Experience Conference. 

As many of you already know, this conference will 
be the fi nal closing event for this national centre. 
Accordingly, we would like to thank the Department of 
Higher Education and Training (DHET) for its funding 
support, which has allowed this national centre to grow 
and fl ourish over the past decade. We remain grateful 
for the support of the University of Johannesburg (UJ) 
and the Academic Development Centre within which 
the SANRC is based. 

This centre was set up to advance First-Year Experience 
at a national scale and it has done exactly that. Since 
2015 the SANRC has been nurturing and developing 
the growth of a strong professional network of First-
Year Experience scholars and practitioners. We have 
been strengthening our universities, empowering 
our students and building a strong base of national 
literature on First-Year Experience, student transitions 
and student success. We do know that we are leaving 
a legacy behind-that of an unwavering belief in service 
to our students – and we know that this will be carried 
forward by our universities.

This closing conference is themed Student Success in 
South Africa-Our Holy Grail? Refocusing our attention 
on the all-important issue of student success. This 
theme will form the backdrop to all our conversations, 
both inside and outside the conference rooms. We 
will refl ect on our pursuit of student success and 
related issues such as how First-Year Experience is 
positioned within the broader purview of student 
success, identifying the growing number of role-players 
in the fi eld of national student success and what 
we may need to do to “join the dots” for an intentional 

and integrated national programme of student 
success. Toward this end, Prof Alan Amory from the 
Kresge-funded Siyaphumelela initiative will join us for 
a panel discussion on the future of student success in 
South Africa. 

Our opening keynote speaker is the highly esteemed 
Dr John N Gardner from the John N Gardner Institute 
of Excellence in Undergraduate Education. We are 
fortunate to have Dr Gardner address us on the occasion 
of the fi nal closing conference as his globally-based 
insights and wisdom will set the tone for our broader 
conversation on the future of First-Year Experience. 

Our second keynote speaker is Dr Andre van Zyl, 
Director of UJ’s Academic Development Centre. Dr van 
Zyl is an ardent advocate for the First-Year Experience 
movement. Many of us know Dr van Zyl as wholly 
committed to the pursuit of student success in his work 
with the ADC, and we have asked him to share with 
us these thoughts on the future of national student 
success as well as the vision that drives him through his 
keynote address. 

I trust that this conference will be a productive and 
truly rewarding experience for all. Apart from the formal 
conference programme, our conference schedule is 
designed to facilitate informal interactions between 
our delegates, particularly through planned social 
events such as the welcome event on 22 May 2024 and 
the conference gala dinner on 23 May 2024. Please do 
use these spaces and opportunities to further your 
connections and strengthen your discussions with 
each other. 

Enjoy the conference!

Annsilla

I trust that this conference will
 be a productive and truly 
rewarding experience for all.

“

“
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Please be reminded to (a) wear your name tag at all times, and (b) to safeguard your name tag. It will allow you 
access to the conference social events. 

Delegates are requested to come prepared for their session, with a memory stick containing their presentations. 
It would be preferable to try to load your presentation on the laptop in the room in which you are presenting, prior 
to your session, in order to avoid delays in the sessions. 

Technical assistance will be available should you need it. You will be provided with the WiFi password in the venue. 

Parking is also available at no additional cost to conference delegates. You are welcome to use the complimentary 
Southern Sun Sandton shuttle service operating 07:00 to 21:00, seven days a week and which covers a 5km radius 
in Sandton.

Mrs Gillian Patel will be on-site to 
guide conference delegates. 

Conference delegates, please note below:

A registration desk will be set up outside Cullinan Suite (9th fl oor). 

Delegates may collect their name tag from 
07:30 – 09:00 on 22 May 2024.

2 SANRC 9TH ANNUAL SANRC FYE CONFERENCE

MESSAGE FROM THE CONFERENCE 
ORGANISING COMMITTEE
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CONFERENCE SPEAKERS

Dr Suzanne (Suzy) Graham is Professor of International Relations at the Department 
of Politics and International Relations (PIR) at UJ and Senior Director: Academic 
Development and Support. She was formerly Vice Dean Teaching and Learning 
in the Faculty of Humanities. Her Masters research focused on terrorist waves and 
corresponding terrorist groups. Her doctoral thesis focused on South Africa’s voting 
behaviour in the United Nations, 1994 to 2008. She is a member of the South African 
Association of Political Studies (SAAPS). Dr Graham is a Co-President and Scientifi c 
Committee member of the Regional Integration and Social Cohesion (RISC) – RISE 
Consortium headquartered at UJ’s PIR. Dr Graham specialises in international 
relations and foreign policy. Her teaching at undergraduate and postgraduate levels 
focuses on aspects of international relations such as foreign policy, the United Nations 
and other international organisations, and international confl ict.

Senior Director: Academic Development and Support (ADS) at University of 
Johannesburg 

Prof Suzy Graham

John Gardner is the creator of the “FYE”, “First-Year Experience” concept and 
is the founder of the series of the International Conferences on The First-Year 
Experience which were held in the US, Canada, Ireland, Denmark, and the UK from 
1986 to 2011 and which were succeeded by the current series of the Conferences on 
the European First-Year Experience. John is also the founder of two global higher 
education non-profi t organisations: the University of South Carolina’s National 
Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition and the 
John N Gardner Institute for Excellence in Undergraduate Education. He is a self-
described champion of the unfi nished Civil Rights movement!

Director of the John N Gardner Institute for Excellence in Undergraduate Education 

Dr John N Gardner

Andre van Zyl has a Masters in Strategic Management and a PhD in Higher Education. 
His special area of interest is student success with a focus on fi rst year students. He 
was responsible for setting up the First-Year Experience programme at the University 
of Johannesburg (UJ) and was instrumental in spearheading the setting up of the 
South African National Resource Centre for the First-Year Experience and Students 
in Transition (SANRC). Andre has worked at UJ in various capacities such as Learning 
Development facilitator, FYE coordinator and since 2012, as Director of UJ’s Academic 
Development Centre. 

Director of the Academic Development Centre, University of Johannesburg

Dr Andre van Zyl

Prof Alan Amory currently provides leadership for the Siyaphumelela 2.0 initiative 
in South Africa. Former positions include Senior Programme Specialist at the 
South African Institute for Distance Education (Saide) and professor of educational 
technologies at the University of Johannesburg (UJ). 

Prof Alan Amory

Lead for the Siyaphumelela Network 2.0 initiative
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Cullinan 9th floor Ruby 1st floor Diamond 1st floor

13:05 – 13:35

Cheri Hugo and 
Samuel Wicomb 

(CPUT): 

Reimagining Student 
Success Amidst South Africa’s 

Educational Landscape.

Sonja van der Westhuizen, 
Jani Kuhn and Anna Motlogi 

(NWU): 

Transforming the Transition: 
NWU’s blended strategy for 
fi rst-year student success.

Zwelibanzi Ngculu, Emmanuel 
Esambe and Nosisana Mkonto 

(CPUT):

 CPUT 101 toward student 
engagement.

13:40 – 14:05

Dineo Babili and 
Refi loe Tsetsana 

(UFS): 

But at what cost? Navigating 
the maze of rural university life 

and academic pursuits.

Nisi Thusi 
(UJ):

Exploring the Impact of 
First-Year Experience Programmes 

on Student Success in Gauteng 
Higher Education Institutions: 

A Qualitative Evidence 
Synthesis Study.

Elizabeth S. Ndofi repi, 
Otilia F. Chiramba and 

Tiffany V Banda 
(Wits): 

4IR, 21st Century Skills and 
Decolonial Projects vis-a-vis 
Epistemological Access and 

Success of Students from Historically 
Disadvantaged Backgrounds: 

The Student’s Voice.

DAY 1 – Wednesday, 22 May 2024

Cullinan Suite (9th fl oor)

09:00 – 09:15 – Conference opening with addresses from:

 Dr Annsilla Nyar-Ndlovu, Director: South African National Resource Centre for the First-Year Experience and 
Students in Transition (SANRC)

 Prof Suzy Graham, Senior Director: Academic Development and Support (ADS) at University of 
Johannesburg (UJ)

09:15 – 10:00 – Keynote address

 Dr John N Gardner, Executive Chair: John N Gardner Institute for Excellence in Undergraduate Education

10:35 – 11:50 – Workshop session

Center for the Study of Higher and Postsecondary Education; University of Michigan led by Dr Charles HF Davis III, 
Assistant Professor of Higher Education at the University of Michigan.

11:55 – 13:00 – Lunch

Lunch will be served at the Eclipse hotel restaurant on the ground fl oor. Please wear your lanyards so that you 
can be identifi ed as part of the SANRC Conference delegation. The drinks allowance for lunch is one soft drink, 
anything else is for your own account. Please note that the next session begins at 13:05.

10:00 – 10:30 – Tea break

DAY 1 – Wednesday, 22 May 2024

SANRC FYE CONFERENCE SCHEDULE
22 TO 24 MAY 2024
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SANRC FYE CONFERENCE SCHEDULE 22 TO 24 MAY 2024 
(CONTINUED)

Cullinan 9th floor Ruby 1st floor Diamond 1st floor

14:10 – 14:40

Muntuwenkosi Chili,  
Mothusi Samosamo and  

Jeremiah Madzimure  
(VUT): 

Ignorance is Risk: An Investigation 
of the First-Year Students’ Transition 

Challenges at a South African 
University of Technology.

Nomandla Sixolile Billie and 
Rakheeba Bux  

(UKZN): 

The role of the UKZN  
First-Year Experience mentorship 
programme in enabling student 

transition and success.

Njabulo Maphumulo and  
Venicia McGhie  

(UWC): 

The Need for Food and Housing: 
Impact and Implications for  

Student Retention and Success.

14:45 – 15:15 – Tea break

15:20 – 15:50

Ayesha Reyners, Naasirah 
Mohamed, Bronwyn Swartz, 

Luvuyo Kakaza and  
Suresh Ramsuroop  

(CPUT): 

Navigating the development of a 
First Year Experience programme.

Felicity Harris, Bruce Kloot  
and Renee Smit  

(CPUT): 

First-Generation Students: 
Overcoming Challenges in the  

First Year.

Joy Petersen  
(SUN): 

The Soar Programme (Strengths, 
Opportunity, Agency and  

Resilience) at Stellenbosch 
University.

15:55 – 16:25

Lekau Rachidi and  
Ntokozo Sigwane  

(Unisa): 

Time management as a tool to 
support first year students at a 
distance education institution.

Mzwandile Khumalo,  
Shubnam Rambharos and 

Nokhuthula Mavela  
(DUT): 

Shaping Tomorrow’s Leaders: 
Creating a Holistic Approach  

to Student Success in  
Higher Education.

End of sessions

Welcome event 18:30 – 20:30

Our welcome event will take place at the Preassembly Venue outside the Cullinan Suite  
on the 9th floor. Please wear your conference lanyards so that you can be identified as part of the  

SANRC Conference delegation. The drinks allowance for this event is one soft drink and one  
glass of wine; anything else will be for your own account. The dress code is smart formal.

End of day one
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Cullinan 9th floor Ruby 1st floor Diamond 1st floor

10:40 – 11:10

Ruth Hoskins, Sharmla Rama 
and William Asante Dansoh 

(UKZN):

The UKZN First-Year Experience 
Programme: Insights from 

Theory and Practice.

Mokgaetji Mokganya 
and Innocent Zitha 

(Univen):

Is the Extended Curriculum 
Programme (ECP) a Motivating 

Landing Space?

Adonis Shikwambana 
(SPU): 

Student Success Initiatives in 
Institutions of Higher Learning 

to Enhance Student 
Experience: A Review.

11:15 – 11:45

Xolani Vanda, Nosisana Mkonto 
and Luvuyo Kakaza 

(CPUT):

Collaborative Support for 
First-Year Students in a 

Department in the Faculty 
of Engineering at a University 

of Technology.

Master Maape Maebane
 (Unisa):

Student experience in the 
UNISA North Eastern Regions 
Recognised Telecentres in the 

Northern Eastern Region.

Bamigboye Oluwatosin, 
Bongiwe Kavi, Nomusa Ndlovu, 

Konaye Mpongwana 
and Vusumzi Funda 

(UFH): 

Perceptions of Students on the 
Use of Blackboard in Extended 

Curriculum Programmes 
for Teaching and Learning: 

The Case of a Rural University 
in the Eastern Cape.

11:50 – 12:20

Dinkeng Motaung 
and Dineo Babili 

(UFS): 

Chronicle of transitioning: 
First-Year rural campus 

students redefi ning success 
in the face of disruption.

Siyanda Ntlabathi, 
Bongo Mqukuse 

and Vuyisile Nkonki 
(UFH):

Institutionalising the First-Year 
Experience: Towards a Coherent 

First-Year Experience Programme 
for a Higher Education 

Institution in South Africa.

Vuyelwa Magagula 
(UMP): 

A First-Generation Student’s 
Perspective: Navigating the 

Challenges and Opportunities of the 
First-Year Experience.

DAY 2 – Thursday, 23 May 2024

Cullinan Suite (9th fl oor)

  Dr Annsilla Nyar-Ndlovu, Director: South African National Resource Centre for the First-Year Experience and 
Students in Transition (SANRC)

09:05 – 10:00 – Keynote address

  Dr Andre van Zyl: Director of the Academic Development Centre, University of Johannesburg

10:05 – 10:35 – Tea break

SANRC FYE CONFERENCE SCHEDULE 22 TO 24 MAY 2024 
(CONTINUED)

09:00 – 09:05
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SANRC FYE CONFERENCE SCHEDULE 22 TO 24 MAY 2024 
(CONTINUED)

Cullinan 9th floor Ruby 1st floor Diamond 1st floor

12:25 – 12:55

 Joy Petersen  
(SUN):

An Analysis of Newcomers’  
Ability to Act and Interact in  

Ways that Promote Inclusivity.

Kabinga Jack Shabanza  
(UJ):

Reflecting on Academic 
Practitioners Literacy Training: 

Professionalising Writing  
Centre Consultants to  

Facilitate Student Success.

Masithembe Kafile,  
Palesa Makhetha  

and Amahle Ninana  
(UFH):

  
Evaluating the Impact of  

e-learning Extended Curriculum 
Programmes at a Selected  

South African University.

Cullinan 9th floor Ruby 1st floor Diamond 1st floor

14:10 – 14:40

Zainu Mohamed  
(UJ): Student Success:

Perceptions of Students  
placed within an Extended 

Curriculum stream.

Michael Monyela  
(Unisa):

Exploring the use of communication 
technology in postgraduate 

supervision: Benefits and 
Challenges.

Martha Mushunje and  
Tariro Mafirakureva  

(UFH):

The Hiccups Encountered by 
Students as they Navigate the 

Processes of Academic Writing 
Using the LWAP: the Case of the 

University of Fort Hare.

14:45 – 15:15 – Tea break

Gala dinner 18:30 – 22:00

Our gala dinner will take place at the Cullinan Suite on the 9th floor. Please wear your conference lanyards  
so that you can be identified as part of the SANRC Conference delegation. The drinks allowance for this event  
is one soft drink and one glass of wine; anything else will be for your own account. A cash bar will be available.

The dress code for the farewell gala dinner is formal. The theme for the farewell gala dinner is “Welcome  
to the City of Gold”. You may dress according to the theme; if not, kindly adhere to the formal dress code. 

End of day two

Lunch will be served at the Eclipse hotel restaurant on the ground floor. Please wear your lanyards so that you 
can be identified as part of the SANRC Conference delegation. The drinks allowance for lunch is one soft drink, 
anything else is for your own account. Please note that the next session begins at 14:10.

Join us for an online conversation with Dr John N Gardner. 

13:00 – 14:05 – Lunch

15:20 – 16:00 – Conversation with John N Gardner
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09:00 – 09:05 – Conference Closing Remarks

SANRC FYE CONFERENCE SCHEDULE 22 TO 24 MAY 2024 
(CONTINUED)

Cullinan 9th floor Ruby 1st floor Diamond 1st floor

10:55 – 11:25

Nosisana Mkonto 
(CPUT):

Strategies employed by 
FYE practitioners in fi rst-year 

student transitions at 
universities of technology.

Phemelo Metswi 
(Varsity College): 

Shedding Light on the 
Experiences of First-Year Students 

Transitioning into South African 
Higher Education Institutions 

Amidst Load Shedding.

Nathunathi Mvunge 
and Bongo Mqukuse 

(UFH): 

First-Year Student Perspectives on 
Technology Enhanced Learning 
(TeL) Student Assistant Support 

in Navigating Blackboard.

11:30 – 12:00

Yonela Mashalaba 
(SPU): 

The Importance of a 
Well-Structured First-Year 
Experience Programme.

Venessa Damons 
(UJ): 

Experiences of Mentors in a 
Volunteer Mentoring 

Programme Insights from a 
Quantitative Survey.

Nomzamo Tshemese-Mvandaba 
and Naasirah Mohamed 

(CPUT): 

Evaluating the Impact of an 
Orientation Programme on First-

Year Students’ Development 
in the Electrical and Computer 

Engineering Extended 
Curriculum Programme.

12:05 – 12:35

Vino Paideya and 
Annah Bengesai 

(UKZN): 

Understanding First-Year Student 
Engagement through Mentorship: 

A Qualitative Analysis of Mentor 
and Mentee Perspectives at a 

South African University.

Shubnam Rambharos, 
Rosaline Govender, 
Daphne Mkhize and 

Xolile Samukelisiwe Zincume 
(DUT): 

Empowering Learning through 
Innovative and authentic 

assessments: the DALTA project in 
Accounting and Informatics.

Ziyanda Febana Mkila 
(Unisa):

Social Determinants of Student 
Success in Higher Education.

DAY 3 – Friday, 24 May 2024

Cullinan Suite (9th fl oor)

 Dr Annsilla Nyar-Ndlovu, Director: South African National Resource Centre for the First-Year Experience and 
Students in Transition (SANRC)

 Dr Annsilla Nyar-Ndlovu, Director: South African National Resource Centre for the First-Year Experience and 
Students in Transition (SANRC)

  Dr Andre van Zyl, Director: Academic Development Centre, University of Johannesburg
  Prof Alan Amory, Lead for the Siyaphumelela Network 2.0 initiative

10:20 – 10:50 – Tea break

09:05 – 10:15 – Panel session
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SANRC FYE CONFERENCE SCHEDULE 22 TO 24 MAY 2024 
(CONTINUED)

Cullinan 9th floor Ruby 1st floor Diamond 1st floor

12:40 – 13:10

Noluthando Mayaphi and 
Ramathetse Matabane  

(UFH): 

Re-imagining Student Success:  
The Case of a Rural University.

Emmanuel Ekale Esambe  
(CPUT): 

Tutors and Tutees Experience  
with Code-Switching in  

First-Year Finance Tutorials at a 
University of Technology.

Rene Pearce, Innocent  
Zitha, Georgina Mokganya, 

Vutshilo Molaudzi,  
Nekhubvi Vutshilo  
and Matsilela Osca 

 (Univen): 

Project Based Learning for 
Promotion of Entrepreneurial 
Education among first level  

science students.

End of day three

Lunch will be served at the Eclipse hotel restaurant on the ground floor . Please wear your  
lanyards so that you can be identified as part of the SANRC Conference delegation.  

The drinks allowance for lunch is one soft drink, anything else is for your own account.

13:15 – 14:30 – Lunch
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CONFERENCE ABSTRACTS 

This reflective practitioner practice paper delves into 
the multifaceted theme of student success within 
the context of South Africa’s educational system. 
Specifically, it focuses on design education, and seeks 
to navigate the complexities of achieving student 
success while addressing the broader imperatives 
of social justice and transformation. Drawing on our 
personal experience and insight as practitioners in 
design education, the paper reflects on the challenges 
and opportunities inherent in promoting student 
success within South Africa’s educational landscape. 
It acknowledges the prevailing discourse surrounding 
student success as a central goal and explores ways to 
refocus attention on this critical aspect of educational 
practice.

Central to this reflection is the recognition of the 
unique socio-cultural context of South Africa, with its 
history of systemic inequalities and ongoing efforts 
towards transformation. Through this lens, the paper 
explores how design education can catalyse social 
change and empowerment, ultimately contributing 
to student success in meaningful ways. This reflective 

journey encompasses considerations of inclusivity, 

diversity, and empowerment within design pedagogy, 

highlighting the importance of centering marginalised 

voices and perspectives. It also examines the role of 

reflective practice in fostering a culture of continuous 

improvement and innovation within design education, 

ultimately enhancing student outcomes.

Moreover, the paper critically engages with the notion 

of success within the field of design, challenging 

traditional metrics and redefining success in terms of 

holistic growth, creativity, and social impact. It advocates 

for a paradigm shift towards a more inclusive and 

equitable understanding of student success, aligned 

with the aspirations of South Africa’s educational 

goals. In conclusion, the paper calls for a reinvigorated 

focus on student success within the framework of 

design education in South Africa. By embracing 

the complexities of the educational landscape and 

prioritising social justice and transformation, it seeks 

to contribute to the realisation of a more equitable and 

empowering educational experience for all students.

22 May 2024

Reimagining Student Success amidst South Africa’s Educational Landscape

Paper title

Authors 
Cheri Hugo and Samuel Wicomb

Affiliation 
Cape Peninsula University of Technology 

Keywords: Reflective practice; Design education; Student success; Social justice; Transformation; Inclusivity; 
Diversity.

Abstract 
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CONFERENCE ABSTRACTS (CONTINUED)

The First-Year Experience (FYE) at North-West 
University (NWU) in South Africa presents a multi-
faceted approach to addressing the transition from 
high school to university, focusing on academic 
development, support, and student engagement. The 
FYE’s core team was involved in the delivery of three 
one-hour consecutive sessions over three days across 
NWU’s three campuses, reaching a total of 17 095 
first-time entering students (FTENs). These sessions, 
facilitated by 18 professional staff members, assisted 
by 30 peer mentors, focused on adapting to higher 
education, understanding NWU Student Academic 
Development and Support initiatives, and leveraging 
the First-Year Navigator (FYN) – an online resource on 
the Learning Management System as an academic 
support tool.

Central to the strategy adopted was the use of interactive 
digital tools, like Mentimeter, to engage students 
actively and gather insights into their expectations 
to tailor our ongoing support. These responses 
informed the development of new resources, such as 
infographics and videos, to guide students in critical 

areas like time management and academic adaptation. 

Post orientation, the first-year experience team also 

relied on the responses provided by FTENs via the FYN 

to provide personalised direction and guidance during 

the critical first six months at university. The initiative 

also featured a blended learning approach, combining 

in-person sessions with digital content available on 

NWU’s YouTube channel, thus extending reach and 

accessibility. In addition, feedback from the in-person 

sessions and website interactions was taken as being 

integral to refining the approach so a understand 

student needs better.

All told, NWU’s FYE initiative will be presented to 

demonstrate a proactive and responsive approach 

to facilitating a successful transition for first-year 

students. It is an approach that highlights the 

importance of interactive and accessible learning 

resources, peer mentoring, and continuous adaptation 

based on student feedback. It is a model that offers 

valuable insights for enhancing student success in the 

challenging transition from school to university.

Transforming the Transition: NWU’s Blended Strategy for First-Year Student 
Success

Authors 
Sonja van der Westhuizen, Jani Kuhn and 
Anna Motlogi

Affiliation 
North-West University

Abstract 

Keywords: Blended learning; Interactive digital tools; Student engagement; Adaptive educational strategies.

Paper title
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The transition from high school to university presents 
numerous challenges for first-year students, including 
issues related to diversity, new curriculum content, 
differences in learning engagement, and assessment 
practices compared to previous educational 
experiences. This transition can lead to significant 
contradictions between the attributes students 
acquire in high school and their readiness for university 
studies. Student involvement is crucially impacted by 
the availability of support programmes and services, 
which can, in turn, enhance student transition and 
retention rates. Research emphasises the importance of 
institutions providing support to aid student transition 
effectively. To address this, institutions are urged to 
develop intentional and student-focused programmes 
and facilities to improve student interactions with the 
institution, thus encouraging retention. Furthermore, 
these programmes should reflect the institution’s 
culture and mission, centering around student welfare. 
Emphasising continuous improvement is vital, as is 
investing resources in support services to boost student 
engagement and success.

A university 101 programme is, then, considered a 
suitable transition programme that, if well-framed, 
could be a valuable resource for first-year students’ 
journey toward academic becoming. In this regard, 
CPUT instituted CPUT101 to prepare first-year students 
for the teaching and learning they will experience in 
their faculties and departments. The purpose of the 
CPUT101 programme is to assist first-year students 
in finding meaning and purpose in their university 
studies. The programme is framed as a strategic 
resource for lecturers of first-year students. As such, the 
programme is designed to cover a wide range of topics 
that speak to CPUT’s mission, vision, and graduate 
attributes. It can, therefore, be easily integrated into 
different disciplinary subjects in first-year learning. 
This study explores first-year students’ engagement 
with the CPUT101 programme and how it assists them 
in their studies. In particular, the research findings will 
focus on the importance of timing in engaging with the 
CPUT101 programme. 

CONFERENCE ABSTRACTS (CONTINUED)

CPUT101: Towards Student Engagement

Authors 
Zwelibanzi Ngculu, Emmanuel Esambe 
and Nosisana Mkonto 

Affiliation 
Cape Peninsula University of Technology

Abstract 

Keywords: CPUT101; Student engagement; First-year students; Student transition.

Paper title
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In the modern university, the experience of university 
students extends beyond the confines of the university 
campus. These experiences include a complex 
interplay between students’ academic pursuits and 
the environment in which they reside. In other words, 
how their studies interact with where they live. This is 
because more often than not, universities positioned 
in rural communities are labelled as “rural universities” 
even though their modus operandi mimics that of an 
urban university. In his study, Mtombeni interrogates 
the idea that “even though a university is said to be 
rural, it is rural only in terms of its locale, but the culture 
is an urban one and differs profoundly from rural 
communities’ culture”. Given this, it propels us to explore 
what impact all this has on a student transitioning from 
high school to university.

Hussein et al. have examined the unfavourable 
experiences of students in rural settings, a common 

theme in many studies. This could be seen as 
a reflection of the gap between the academic 
environment of universities and the realities of rural 
campus life. This study on the other hand, intends to 
shed light on the resilience demonstrated by university 
students who, while pursuing higher education studies, 
simultaneously negotiate the cost of residing off-
campus in a rural community. As institutions of higher 
learning endeavour to provide holistic support for their 
students, understanding the elastic dynamics of off-
campus living in rural settings becomes essential. This 
study employs a qualitative approach, drawing on the 
reflective experiences outlined by first-year university 
students in a General English Literacy course. By 
exploring a reflection of their journeys, this research 
aims to illuminate factors that could cultivate student 
resilience in the face of academic adversity while 
centering misplaced voices.
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This study will begin by conducting an in-depth analysis 
of previous research, exploring accepted theoretical 
frameworks for student transitions, the First-Year 
Experience (FYE), and success metrics. The study’s goal 
is to perform a Qualitative Evidence Systematic Review, 
which is a comprehensive analysis of evidence-based 
practices presented in a summary of research literature 
with a singular focus.

In this, the PICO (Population/Place/Problem; Intervention; 
Comparator; Outcome) framework will be used to 
answer the question: What is the impact of First-Year 
Experience programmes on student success in Gauteng 
higher education institutions? Papers will be screened 
for relevance using the CASP (Critical Appraisal Skills 
Programme) evaluation tool, and their eligibility for 

review will be determined using the PRISMA (Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses) flow diagram. This approach will analyse data in 
an interpretive and deductive manner.

Consequently, this research seeks to not only clarify 
the present situation regarding FYE programmes 
at Gauteng higher education institutions, but to 
offer evidence-based suggestions for improving the 
planning and execution of these initiatives. The results 
are intended to provide guidance for policy and practice, 
enabling a more customised and successful strategy to 
assist students in achieving success in the critical first 
year of higher education in the Gauteng region.
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Over the past ten years, South African higher education 
has significantly changed due to discussions around 
the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR), 21st Century skills, 
and decolonisation. Universities have implemented 
policies aimed at promoting student success in these 
areas. Still, little is known from the perspectives 
and experiences of students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds when it comes to their understanding 
of these discourses and their implications for 
student success. Epistemological access is key to the 
success of disadvantaged students in the face of the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution, 21st Century skills, and 
decolonisation initiatives. This case study delves into 
investigating the student’s understanding of these 
discourses, which is a fundamental move in unveiling 
where students are positioned in the essential projects.

The study is a case of one of the South African universities 
that is part of a major CHE (forthcoming) research 
project that investigated how students from historically 
disadvantaged backgrounds navigate their academic 
success throughout their academic journey. This study 
used qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews 

with students and staff members to gain insights into 
the students’ perspectives on the changing university 
landscape because of 4IR, 21st Century skills, and the 
decolonial projects. It sought to address the following 
questions: What has changed within the university as a 
result of these three projects? How have these projects 
influenced the student’s academic and social life?

The results showed mixed perspectives, with the 
decolonial project moving at a slower pace and 
focusing more on physical access than epistemological 
access. The study indicates the need to go beyond 
symbolic change and put more emphasis on 
changing the curriculum and teaching methods. 
Although the university favours 4IR and 21st-Century 
skills projects, the study highlights systemic barriers 
and the need to be more in sync with the South 
African context. The study argues for revisiting these 
projects and involving students more to ensure 
success for students from historically disadvantaged 
backgrounds. Understanding students’ voices and their 
understanding of these projects is crucial to ensure 
epistemological success.
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Transitioning from high school to university is a 
significant milestone in a student’s life. It is a period filled 
with excitement, new experiences, and opportunities for 
personal and academic growth. However, the transition 
can also be a challenging phase, particularly for first-
year students entering a South African University 
of Technology. This study examines the challenges 
faced by first-year students during their transition to 
a South African University of Technology. The primary 
objective of the study was to explore and analyse  
the transition challenges faced by first-year students 
and to that end the research followed a qualitative 
research methodology, specifically interviews with ten 
students, to gain insights into the difficulties faced by 
these students.

 The findings highlight various challenges, including 

cultural differences, academic preparedness, social 

adaptation, and financial constraints. The study 

concludes with recommendations for university 

administrators and policymakers to address the 

identified challenges and improve the overall transition 

experience for first-year students. Although there is 

a university First-Year Experience (FYE) department 

under Centre for Academic Development which caters 

for all first year students across the university, this study 

recommends that a special office of FYE in each of  

the four faculties at the university should be established 

to observe and closely monitor the progress of first- 

year students.

CONFERENCE ABSTRACTS (CONTINUED)

Ignorance is Risk: An Investigation of the First-Year Students’ Transition 
Challenges at a South African University of Technology

Authors 
Muntuwenkosi Chili, Mothusi Samosamo 
and Jeremiah Madzimure

Affiliation 
Vaal University of Technology

Abstract 

Keywords: First-year students; Orientation; Transition challenges; First-Year Experience; South African 
University of Technology.

CONFERENCE ABSTRACTS (CONTINUED)

Abstract 

Paper title



17 SANRC 9TH ANNUAL SANRC FYE CONFERENCE

The First-Year Experience Programme (FYEP) at the 
University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) facilitates first-
year students’ transition from high school to university 
utilising Innovative Digital Technology and a blended 
mode of delivery. The programme augments students’ 
skills, knowledge, and competencies required for 
them to navigate and be successful at university. This 
presentation aims to examine the experiences and 
reflections of the College of Humanities (CHUM) FYE 
mentors and coordinators. A case study approach 
utilising qualitative research methodology was 
employed. Focus group interviews with FYE mentors 
were conducted. The selection criteria and sample size 
of this study were fifteen FYE mentors who have worked 
for more than ten months in the FYE programme, have 
facilitated the online FYE course, and submitted a full 
monthly monitoring report on student engagement 
and participation. Additionally, self-reflective journals 
were developed by the six FYE coordinators with more 
than 12 months of experience coordinating the FYEP in 
the CHUM.

The two data sets were analysed using thematic content 
analysis. Tinto’s Student Integration Theory was utilised 
to analyse first-time entering students (FTENs) transition 
into the academic and social lives of the university 
through peer mentoring and exposure to the FYEP, 
representing intentional interactions designed to foster 
this transition. This study recommends that regular 
structured workshops and training sessions between 
coordinators (trainers) and mentors (trainees) can 
enhance the successful delivery of the FYE programme 
in transitioning FTENs and limit their challenges. 
Both sets of data (coordinators’ journals and mentor 
interviews) indicate that mandatory participation in 
the FYEP establishes a firmer transition foundation 
for FTENS as they commence their higher education 
journey. Furthermore, the findings highlight that both 
mentors and coordinators effectively transformed 
challenges into opportunities for professional learning 
and growth; they proficiently identified areas where 
students encountered difficulties and provided 
additional support as needed.
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There is a growing need for sufficient food and adequate 
on-campus accommodation among undergraduate 
students at public post-school institutions in South 
Africa. Despite the transformational progress made 
since 1994, students without resources and from poor 
backgrounds have a more complex and bumpier 
transition to tertiary education than others. The 
centralised NSFAS (National Student Financial Aid 
Scheme) application process is a significant challenge 
as it causes lengthy delays, often leaving students 
stranded, demotivated, and stressed. This paper 
reports on a study that investigated NSFAS’ central 
application process and its impact and implications 
on undergraduate students’ academic progress and 
overall well-being in the learning process at a historically 
Black university. 

The study’s main objective was to examine the efficacy 
of the NSFAS centralised application process and the 
provision of funds for food and housing, and what the 
implications were if students did not receive financial 
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assistance. Sen’s Capability Approach was used as 
the theoretical framework. Five capabilities were 
identified based on the Bill of Rights, namely (i) access 
to education; (ii) socioeconomic status; (iii) health and 
wellness; (iv) student support and development; and 
(v) academic progression and quality of life. The study 
was situated within a qualitative research paradigm 
because it provided a lens to understand and analyse 
student behaviour in natural contexts. A case study 
research design was used to collect the data from 
three participant groups. Only the student participants’ 
results are discussed and interpreted in this paper.

The findings revealed that delays in the disbursement 
of the allowances impacted the students physical, 
mental, and psychological health because the 
students’ applications were not finalised. Thus, most 
students who participated in the study could not freely 
be and function; their academic progress, health, and 
well-being in the learning process were constantly 
compromised.
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and Success
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The first-year transition period is a pivotal stage for 
students, laying the groundwork for their academic 
journey and future career endeavours. Despite its 
importance, statistics reveal a concerning dropout 
rate of approximately 30% during this crucial phase.  
In response, the Faculty of Engineering and the  
Built Environment (FEBE) at the Cape Peninsula  
University of Technology introduced a tailored First-
Year Experience (FYE) programme in 2023, aiming to 
provide targeted support. Developed by the Faculty’s 
communication lecturers and coordinators, this ten-
week module represents a proactive effort to enhance 
student success.

This study explores student perspectives on the FEBE 
FYE programme, forming part of a broader initiative 
focused on quantitative analysis. Data collection 
involved 387 participants, yielding a response rate of 
48%. Our cross-sectional study presents descriptive 

findings, shedding light on student impressions and 
identifying areas for refinement within the programme. 
Feedback from students indicates a mixed reception: 
while acknowledging the programme’s utility, 
participants expressed desire for improvements in 
content, delivery, and scheduling. Notably, students 
reported heightened self-awareness due to their 
participation. Through evaluation of module-specific 
feedback, our study uncovers both commendable 
practices and opportunities for enhancement within 
the FEBE FYE programme.

These findings extend beyond the confines of 
our institution, offering insights into programme 
development and implementation strategies across 
higher education. By addressing the academic and 
personal needs of first-year students, institutions can 
foster a supportive environment conducive to their 
holistic growth and success.
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Transitioning to higher education is not limited to 
certain groups of higher education students; every 
student who enters higher education for the first time 
experiences some transition challenges. Transitioning is 
also not limited to a student’s first year of study. Several 
authors have pointed out the fact that transitioning 
happens throughout a course of study and is an 
ongoing process. In this context, this paper examines 
how first-generation engineering students at a South 
African University of Technology responded to and 
managed the challenges experienced during their first 
year of higher education. First-generation students 
are often perceived to be at a disadvantage because 
of the absence of inter-generational higher education 
networks and support. However, marginalised 
and under-represented students bring a wealth of 
knowledge and life experiences with them; experiences 
that stand them in good stead to deal with transitioning 
into higher education. 

A qualitative research approach was adopted to 
understand the journeys of such students through their 
first year of study. Using a narrative inquiry methodology, 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with ten 
first-generation engineering students at several points 
in their first year of study. The data was analysed using 
narrative analysis through the theoretical lens of the 
theory of possible selves – an approach which suggests 
that individuals construct and envision various future 
identities and roles that influence their current 
behaviour and aspirations. The research findings, which 
form part of a larger study on identity development of 
first-generation higher education students, highlight 
the resilience displayed by first-generation engineering 
students. Students described how they identified and 
came to understand the challenges they experienced, 
and then detailed how they dealt with the challenges 
to remain motivated to realise their future vision of 
themselves.
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Stellenbosch University (SU) has been delivering a 
student experience that has catered to mostly second, 
third, and fourth generation students. While the South 
African universities landscape indicate that higher 
education institutions enrol almost 80% as first-
generation students, at SU it has been comparably 
low at under 40% of the entire student cohort intake 
annually. This presents serious challenges for the first-
generation student cohort who must contend with a 
student population that has an established and familiar 
culture that has been in existence and passed through 
generations for more than a century. Hence, the 
Division of Student Affairs identified a need for first-
generation students to be familiarised and acclimatised 
to the sophisticated structures and cultures of existing 
student communities. And so the SOAR Programme 
was initiated to elevate first-generation students 
through recognising their STRENGTHS, utilising their 
OPPORTUNITY of a higher education, activating their 
AGENCY, and enhancing their RESILIENCE. The main 
goals of the programme centre on building confidence, 

promoting early friendships, and creating a sense of 
familiarity with the new environment. 

This paper on the SOAR programme seeks to address 
the question of how best to design and curate 
deliberately for this specific group of students that 
are largely underrepresented at SU; it also concerns 
itself with the question as to how do we go about 
creating connections and building student capacity 
and self-confidence for these students to become 
agents of change. Our outside-of-class curriculum and 
pedagogies prioritised students’ agency. Our workshop 
sessions focused on self-awareness and diversity. And 
we used facets of Maxine Greene’s aesthetic education – 
including dancing, movies, and story-telling – to invoke 
through art, students learning about themselves and 
others. Bringing this together, the students’ evaluation 
of the SOAR Programme is presented through an 
analysis of their written reflections, after three months 
participation, in reaching the programmatic goals.
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Most higher education institutions have a first-year 
experience programme as a strategy to curb the 
globally acknowledged high attrition rates of students 
in their first year of study. This phenomenon is more 
prevalent in distance education. New students in 
higher education must contend with many challenges, 
such as financing their studies, social and emotional 
challenges, and general under-preparedness not only 
for higher education, but more so for online distance 
learning.

This phenomenological study introduces time 
management as a tool to gauge the level of  
preparedness of new students, to deal with the 
demands of online distance learning, alongside 
other life responsibilities. The study used a purposive 

sampling technique by targeting all first-year students 
in the 2024 academic year. The first phase was the 
administration of a pre-assessment survey, followed 
by sharing of time management tools in the second 
phase, and the last phase was the administration of a 
post-assessment survey.

The results (self-reported) revealed that most of the 
respondents viewed themselves as having positive 
time management skills in the pre-assessment surveys. 
Furthermore, respondents provided areas that they 
needed to improve on, based on the tools shared when 
responding to the post-assessment survey. The results 
further highlight the self-reported time management 
skills of those first-generation students who were 
amongst the respondents.
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Universities are, to a certain extent, the source of 
under-preparedness, particularly, since organisational 
cultures often alienate students by failing to enable 
epistemological access. For our students to succeed, 
higher education should take a multi-pronged approach 
to ensure that student success focuses not only on 
students’ learning experiences but more importantly 
on their social and academic integration, their sense of 
belonging, their well-being, and emotional connections 
in the institution. Despite the implementation of 
effective interventions, the Durban University of 
Technology (DUT), still faces several challenges towards 
achieving targets for student success. Such challenges 
include a widening gender performance gap, 
unstable throughput rates, and racial gaps in student 
success. Therefore, through the University Capacity 
Development Programme (UCDP), the Student 
Development Unit proposes the implementation of a 
Holistic Student Support and Development initiative at 
DUT, which encompasses the collaboration between 
academic departments, support units, and students 
through advancing student agency.

To achieve this, DUT has identified four pillars to foster 
holistic student support and success, viz. Academic 
Excellence Transition and Adaptation, Inclusion and 

well-being and Active Participation and Involvement. 
In achieving these four pillars, we employ a design 
thinking approach that will include the students’ voice 
to develop programmes that are relevant and prepare 
adaptive graduates for a future that we cannot predict. 
We will further include the student voice by drawing 
on data from the student engagement survey that is 
being piloted at DUT. Initiatives will include activities 
that engage students as co-learners, coresearchers, co-
inquirers, co-developers, and co-designers. 

Using the lens of the socio-cultural influences on 
student success and engagement, this reflective paper 
seeks to examine the extent to which the initiatives 
align to the strategic direction of the university (i.e., 
ENVISION2030), and inculcates a culture of student 
agency and active participation; positions intentional 
systems and processes for student tracking and early 
detection; creates an enabling and supportive teaching 
and learning experience; and promotes monitoring and 
evaluation for impact. Ultimately, the university seeks to 
develop holistic graduates with the acumen to be both 
adaptable and able to respond to a rapidly evolving 
higher education system, professions and world that 
remain “in-becoming”. 
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This presentation reflects on insights drawn from 
the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) First-Year 
Experience Programme (FYEP), viewed through the 
lenses of three key theoretical/conceptual frameworks 
on first-year student success: Student Integration 
Theory (Tinto), Transition Pedagogy as a Third 
Generation Approach to FYE (Kift et al.), and the Five 
Senses of Student Success (Lizzio). We are guided by 
three questions: Why the FYEP? How to design and 
implement the FYE curriculum? What constitutes first-
year students’ success?

According to Tinto, the main purpose of the FYEP is 
students’ social and academic integration in a diverse 
student body. Diversities in the UKZN context are 
manifested by 70% of first-time entering students 
(FTENs) drawn from quintiles 1 to 3, experience language 
challenges resulting in uneven readiness for university 

education. Kift et al. propose a transition pedagogy that 

is underpinned by scaffolding and a whole institution 

approach, intended to foster integration, coordination, 

and coherence. The five guiding principles of the FYE 

curriculum are transition, diversity, design, engagement, 

assessment, and monitoring and evaluation. At UKZN 

every FTEN student participates in a mandatory FYEP 

which is centrally coordinated to accommodate all four 

colleges of the institution.

Lizzio identifies five senses of student success: capability, 

connectedness, purpose, resourcefulness, and academic 

culture. The UKZN FYEP curriculum aligns with Lizzio’s 

five senses and outcomes of student success. It is these 

theoretical and conceptual constructs that provide the 

framework to reflect on the UKZN FYE with a view to 

developing the UKZN FYE conceptual framework. 
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The indispensability of smooth student transition into 
the higher education space is key to setting the proper 
concrete foundation for success at university level. 
In this regard, this paper aims to examine students’ 
perceptions and reactions to enrolment in an Extended 
Curriculum Programme (ECP) alongside lecturers’ 
motivational efforts to gain an updated picture of 
the real causes that may encumber student success. 
To this end, the research process employed a mixed 
methods approach to cater to both the qualitative 
and quantitative dimensions involved. The researchers 
purposively sampled 150 ECP students studying in the 
2024 academic year. Both free listing techniques and 
semi-structured interviews were used as tools for data 
collection. The collected research data was themed, 
transcribed, and analysed using thematic analysis. 
Furthermore, the findings were statistically analysed 
with Microsoft Excel to compare the challenges faced 
when categorised by gender and age.
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Even though students were quite excited about being 
at university, some stated that they felt lost in the 
university space and overburdened with study work 
during their transition. Students’ lack of preparedness 
for autonomous studying at the university was found 
to be particularly distressing to students who directly 
connected their early academic performance to 
prospects of future opportunities. Hence ignorance of 
such experiences, of the lack of a sense of belonging, 
hinders student academic success. It is imperative, 
therefore, that there be early identification of students’ 
feelings by the lecturers and a roll-out of meditative 
strategies – such as a meticulously planned orientation 
programme. The paper therefore recommends the kind 
of strategies and techniques that should be employed 
to smoothen student transition into the higher learning 
space.
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The performance management and measures 
undertaken by institutions of higher learning are the 
primary means by which institutions interact with their 
students. And as a result of that, university students 
are often faced with experiences that disconnect them 
from learning and success – a disconnect that can be 
addressed by deepening the connection students 
have with their universities. In this regard, to better 
understand the importance of student success this 
paper will focus on three key components that impact 
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student success initiatives: student development, 
student well-being, and student experience. Taken 
together these components serve as a valuable means 
to better understand and address the student journey 
through institutions of higher learning. Moreover, the 
paper will further delve into the relationship between 
students, academics, and student affairs practitioners 
so at to help link these three stakeholders in terms of 
the methods that have been adopted to enhance the 
student experience at institutions of higher learning.

Student Success Initiatives in Institutions of Higher Learning to Enhance  
Student Experience: A Review
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Higher education institutions aim to improve student 
retention and increase throughput rates, especially as 
attrition rates are typically high during the first year of 
university study. This has led to the widespread adoption 
of the first-year experience (FYE) concept worldwide. 
This paper investigates first-year students’ challenges 
and the collaborative support university stakeholders 
provide. Collaborative support was provided to first-year 
students within a specific department in the Faculty 
of Engineering. The implementation of collaborative 
support services originated from the desire to foster 
institutional interactions that enhance first-year 
student awareness and access to timely support. 
Recognising the need to enhance the transition and 
experience of first-year students, the responsibility 
for support extends beyond individual faculties or 
departments. Instead, all stakeholders across the 
institution must transcend academic, administrative, 
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and support service silos, promoting cross-faculty and 
cross-departmental interactions.

Collaboration among lecturers, administrative staff, 
and support personnel has been acknowledged 
as an effective strategy for facilitating smooth 
transitions, with this study employing Tinto’s student 
integration theory. A notable outcome of this research 
is understanding how higher education institutions 
have organised themselves to collectively support 
first-year students and the tangible impact of such 
collaboration. A stronger foundation is expected to be 
laid for developing sustainable practices, supportive 
environments, and university-wide partnerships 
by further exploring the benefits of collaborative 
academic support. These efforts collectively contribute 
to establishing a comprehensive community where 
students and staff can actively engage and flourish.
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In the past decade there has been an increase in online 

teaching and learning on account of the COVID-19 

pandemic. The purpose of this study will be to advance 

our understanding of first-year students’ experience 

of the online modules in the University of South Africa 

Eastern Region’s recognised telecentres post COVID-19. 

The study will be guided by the community of inquiry 

conceptual model developed by Garrison, Anderson, 

and Archer. According to this model, interaction in 

online learning comprises of the relationship between 

three types of presence: social, cognitive, and teaching 
presence.

A semi-structured interview and the purposive 
(judgemental) sampling method will be used in 
this study to collect primary data from the students 
registered for online modules using telecentre access 
computers for their learning. The purpose of a telecentre 
is to increase access for students who cannot visit the 
Unisa Lab in the regional office – to afford them the 
opportunity to continue with their online learning.
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In today’s digital age, the importance of technology 
integration within the educational system has 
increased, with Blackboard being one of the learning 
management systems tools used for teaching and 
learning. Blackboard plays a vital role in teaching 
and learning for skill acquisitions worldwide. The aim 
of this study will be to ascertain the perceptions of 
extended curriculum programme students on the use 
of Blackboard for teaching and learning. Therefore, 
the methodology that will be adopted for this study 
is a qualitative approach that will involve interviewing 
Extended Curriculum Programme students, enrolled at 
a rural university in the Eastern Cape, by means of focus 

groups; and this will involve both first year and second 

year foundation students. Once collected, the data 

will be analysed using thematic analysis with NVivo 

software to generate findings pertinent to the theme 

of the study. The research results will be utilised to best 

align with the institutional goal of pursuing high quality 

and innovative teaching and learning – to improve the 

quality of student life and enhance student success. The 

specific relevance of this research is that it will focus on 

Extended Curriculum Programme students’ opinion on 

the usability and effectiveness of Blackboard support 

for teaching and learning.
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Student engagement in violent and disruptive 
behaviour as a means of expressing grievances 
within Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) has been 
exemplified during movements like #FeesMustFall 
in 2015/16. The Qwaqwa campus of the University of 
the Free State faces similar challenges, marked by 
frequent academic disruptions both on campus and 
the surrounding communities. Such interference may 
significantly affect the acclimatisation phase of first-
year students transitioning from secondary to tertiary 
education. Despite the profound implications of such 
occurrences, scholarly investigation into this domain 
remains limited – particularly concerning their impact 
on the blossoming stages of students’ transitioning 
wherein there are a spectrum of hurdles accompanying 
the new environment, from emotional, behavioural, 
and financial challenges to new academic standards 
and requirements. Against this backdrop, it begs to 

reconcile any mismatches between how the global 
university first year students define success.

Though in its initial stages, this study attempts to explore 
the narratives of first-time entering undergraduate 
cohorts faced with recurrent disruptions in a university 
campus particularly positioned in a rural environment. 
This study further intends to gain insight into how 
these experiences could potentially shape students’ 
perceptions of success. By employing a mixed 
methods approach with concurrent triangulation 
sampling, the research will distribute an email survey 
to the cohort, accompanied by semi-structured focus-
group interviews. By shedding light on the additional 
institutional support required by first-time entering 
undergraduate cohorts and proposing mitigation 
strategies for factors exacerbating the impact of 
campus disruptions on these students, this research 
aims to contribute substantively to the scholarly 
discourse within the higher education landscape.

CONFERENCE ABSTRACTS (CONTINUED)

Abstract 

Affiliation 
University of the Free State

Chronicle of Transitioning: First-Year Rural Campus Students Redefining  
Success in the Face of Disruption

Authors 
Dinkeng Motaung and Dineo Babili

Keywords: Student success; First-year transition; Rural university; Academic disruptions; Community 
disruptions. 

Abstract 

Paper title



31 SANRC 9TH ANNUAL SANRC FYE CONFERENCE

The First-Year Experience (FYE) is an institutional 
student development programme that is meant to 
build sustainable student communities. Although it is 
a fairly new concept in South Africa, some institutions 
of higher learning have already made strides in the 
implementing of a comprehensive FYE programme. 
The purpose behind this study is to provide a 
framework for a more coherent, co-ordinated, holistic 
approach to FYE learning support and development; 
as this will address the silo effect of departments and 
the overlaps in what is offered. Moreover, it is hoped 
to build a community of practice behind the first-year 
experience agenda. The study adopts a mixed method 
research approach within a case study design and will 
follow a three-phase approach. The first phase will look 
at previous and current realities of FYE programmes 
offered at the university under study. The second 
phase will investigate student perspectives of the 
FYE programmes. And phase three will investigate 

six support staff and departments plus six faculty 
managers responsible for FYE; investigating their 
future plans for a holistic approach to FYE support for 
first year students.

A purposive sample of 1 000 first-year students from 
across six faculties will be analysed both quantitatively 
and qualitatively. The analysis, guided by Cultural 
Historical Activity theory, will seek to identify enablers 
and constraints within the university environment. 
Activity Theory posits that human engagement with 
the environment produces tools, offering a framework 
to best analyse human activity systems. Qualitative and 
quantitative data will be synthesized to pinpoint areas 
requiring additional support in navigating FYE, and the 
findings will be shared with faculties, departments, 
and support centers involved in FYE – thereby fostering 
further collaboration to develop a comprehensive FYE 
programme for the institution.

Keywords: First-Year Experience; Learning support; Activity Theory; Student development.
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This reflective paper explores the first-year experience 
from the unique perspective of a first-generation 
university student. This paper draws from personal 
experience and therefore navigates the challenges 
inherent in transitioning to a new academic and social 
environment without the established support systems 
often available to continuing-generation students. The 
paper explores the specific difficulties encountered by 
a student of this kind, such as adapting to unfamiliar 
academic expectations, navigating financial aid 
complexities, and forging social connections within an 
unfamiliar campus environment. However, the narrative 
of this paper does not solely dwell on obstacles. It also 
illuminates the opportunities that arise during the first 
year for first-generation students. The paper contends 
that this includes developing vital academic skills that 
may have not been transferred, fostering a newfound 

Keywords: First-generation; Student transition; Student potential; Personal Experience.
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sense of independence, and discovering the intellectual 
and personal growth encouraged by higher education.

Moreover, the paper emphasises the importance of 
available resources and support structures provided 
by the university and further highlights their role in 
empowering first-generation students to achieve 
academic success and navigate the social dynamics of 
university life. This paper aims to provide an insightful 
perspective on the first-year experience for first-
generation students. It acknowledges the inherent 
challenges while celebrating the unique opportunities 
for personal and academic advancement that the first 
year presents. By sharing this first-hand account, the 
paper seeks to bring understanding and encourage the 
development of effective support systems to aid the 
success of all first-generation students entering higher 
education.
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Diversity refers to all the ways in which people are 
unique, and inclusivity is the manner whereby we 
incorporate this uniqueness into our organisations that 
seek to value, respect, and leverage these differences. 
For many first-year students, the magnitude of the levels 
of diversity is overwhelming and incomprehensible. 
Hence at the Division for Student Life and Learning at 
Stellenbosch University there is a pressing need to know 
how students feel about themselves when dealing with 
diversity and newness – and how they have developed 
skills to deal with it. To this end, we turned to Deloitte’s 
Insights concerning the six most important skills 
that leaders use to demonstrate inclusivity. Deloitte 
deems collaboration, commitment, courage, cultural 
intelligence, cognizance of bias, and curiosity as the 
most important competencies for those leaders that 
promote inclusive leadership.

Accordingly, we used our annual Welcoming Survey 
to elicit students’ perception of levels of competency 
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of inclusivity as captured in these specific character 
traits. This survey generated an average sample size 
of 18% from the first-year student cohort and the 
data presented was collected over three years, 2021 
to 2023. Deductive analysis of the data revealed that 
in a very short time (three months) students adjust 
and recalibrate their understanding and perceptions 
of what it means to develop inclusive leadership 
competencies – and that all the competencies 
showed an upward inclination. The importance of this 
awareness cannot be underestimated; harnessing 
diversity through inclusivity amongst students assists 
in retaining talented students and unleashing their full 
potential. And in carrying this forward the Division for 
Student Life and Learning presents a faculty analysis of 
this data to the different faculties so as to assist them in 
building a competency profile of their students. 
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This paper reflects on an academic literacies and writing 
centre practitioner training programme that aims to 
improve student success by professionalising writing 
centre consultants. The analysis presented utilises a 
three-pronged approach: an audit of the pertinent 
literature on writing centre consultation facilitation 
approaches nationally and globally, and an analysis of 
the primary areas covered in, and of the content of, the 
writing consultant training programmes implemented 
between 2019 and 2024 at a South African university. By 
examining these components, the paper interrogates 

Keywords: Academic literacies; Training programmes; Student success.
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whether the training equips writing consultants with 

the necessary skills and knowledge to effectively 

guide students through the writing process, leading 

to improved academic outcomes. In addition to 

drawing out the overarching role played by the socio-

constructivist zone of proximal development principle, 

the findings highlight writing consultation facilitation 

approaches such as the Socratic questioning technique, 

peer learning, student-centeredness, and learning 

through technology.
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Technology has been recognised not only as a driving 
force to facilitate teaching and learning, but also as an 
essential tool and medium for its transmission. With the 
adoption of blended learning, students are increasingly 
reliant on digital platforms and tools to access 
educational materials, engage with course content and 
participate in virtual classrooms. Despite this reality, 
it can be argued that widespread technology usage 
and adoption is still growing in several developing 
economies. To this end, this article evaluates the 
impact of the digital divide on eLearning among 
Extended Curriculum Programme (ECP) Students at a 
selected university in South Africa. The study aims to 
investigate how disparities in access to technology and 
digital literacy may affect students’ ability to engage 
effectively in online learning environments. The study 
will adopt a mixed-methods approach by using the 
purposive sampling method for the quantitative data 
collection and convenience method for the qualitative 

Keywords: Digital divide; eLearning; Access disparities; Educational inequality; Extended Curriculum 
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phase. A total of 300 students will be selected from the 
population of the study which consist of three faculties 
that offer ECP within the institution, namely: the Faculty 
of Law (FL), the Faculty of Science and Agriculture 
(SA) and the Faculty of Management and Commerce 
(MC). Quantitative data will be gathered through an 
online survey administered to the representative 
sample of students. Subsequently, qualitative data 
will be collected through interviews with a subset of 
the participants. A convergence approach will then be 
applied to integrate findings by combining validated 
scales for technology access, digital literacy, and 
academic performance assessment in the surveys and 
thematic analysis in interviews. Ultimately, the study 
will hope to show how addressing the digital gaps 
among the ECP students at the institution and in other 
institutions, is crucial to achieving improved student 
eLearning experiences and providing inclusive and 
equitable quality education.
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Student Success: Perceptions of Students Placed within an Extended 
Qualifications Stream

Student completion rates are not sufficient indicators of 
success. Students define success differently depending 
on where they are in their higher education experience. 
Academic achievement is no longer the only criteria for 
determining a student’s success. Success includes a 
wide range of dimensions, including psycho-social and 
academic accomplishments, which are often located 
in co-curricular and curricular spaces. Some research 
defines a successful student as one who can adjust 
to the volatile, uncertain, and complex challenges 
posed by a postmodern society, who can employ 
differentiated and multiple problem-solving skills to 
manage ambiguous situations on the academic and 
personal front, and who can maintain hope and employ 
inner strengths when there are challenges to overcome.

In this context, this paper examines three students’ 
journeys toward defining success after receiving their 
BSc in Construction (Extended) degrees. It offers 
analysis of their comments regarding how their final 

success was affected by the way academic support 
services, teaching, curriculum, and advising were 
coordinated. The accounts from the semi-structured 
interviews that were done emphasised the negative 
stigma that they encountered upon enrolling in the 
extended programme, which made them feel “less 
worthy than students in mainstream.” Their comments 
centre on their experience leaving the extended 
programme and entering the mainstream. In their 
reflections, the students emphasise the importance 
of establishing self-efficacy, coping with failure, and 
a sense of belonging. They also discuss the effects of 
the extended curriculum and the student advising 
approach that were employed. Success is dynamic and 
continuously evolving. Hence, it is argued that academic 
performance alone cannot be used as a benchmark 
and that deeper insight needs to be derived from the 
student’s experiences and their understanding of their 
own success.

Keywords: Student success; Extended programme; Academic support; Student advising.
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Communication Technology in Postgraduate Supervision: Benefits and 
Challenges
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In the past the scholarship on teaching and learning 
laid emphasis on undergraduate pedagogy, recently, 
however, the spotlight has shifted more to postgraduate 
education. Higher education institutions (HEIs) must 
ensure that they promote positive student experience 
and retention for the diverse range and ever-increasing 
number of postgraduate students; and in this the 
need for alternative approaches to supervision must 
not be overlooked. In this, the use of Information 
Communication Technology (ICT) programmes are 
a key resource – especially when it comes to Open 
Distance Learning institutions and the mode of 
postgraduate supervision. Hence, this paper seeks to 
introduce, survey, and explain the various models of 
supervision enabled through ICT and consider both 
its benefits and challenges for students at HEIs. In 
particular, the paper will explore – through primary 

research in the Polokwane region – the ways in which 

research supervision may have shifted to become 

much-more student-centered and participatory in 

nature, allowing students to have greater autonomy in 

developing their research agenda and to have a better 

collaborative relationship with supervisors. In this, 

the work is informed by: Freire’s social-justice model, 

which advocates for the provision of education that 

encourages dialogue, problem solving, and critical 

thinking; the technology acceptance model, which 

holds that the perceived ease of use and usefulness 

of technology are good predictors of user attitudes 

towards technology; and, the socio-critical model 

approach, which introduces the term “student walk” to 

refer to the continuous (life-long) interactions between 

students and institutions.
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University students are grappling with numerous 
challenges that significantly affect their academic 
performance and overall well-being in the rapidly 
changing higher education landscape. This paper 
explores the challenges undergraduate students face 
in the writing process, highlighting their multifaceted 
nature and the potential areas for improvement or 
support. A sample size of 153 purposively selected 
students representing different faculties who sought 
support on academic writing through the Language 
and Writing Advanced Programme (LWAP) was utilised.

The emerging findings showed that 63% of the sample 
size comprising first-years indicated that they were 
making use of academic writing support during their 
transition from high school to tertiary education. Results 
further revealed that the students from faculties such 
as Science and Agriculture (33%), Management and 
Commerce (7%), and Social Sciences and Humanities 
(60%), and most of these identifying as females, utilised 

LWAP for improved academic writing. Structuring of 
an assignment, searching for literature, referencing 
(in text and reference list), academic writing, and how 
to avoid plagiarism, were the main challenges faced by 
students.

The paper recommends that students should undergo 
on-going academic writing training and workshops 
upon entering their first year of study, thereby 
facilitating a holistic comprehension of the standards 
and methodologies pertinent to their respective 
academic disciplines. Furthermore, the paper identifies 
strategies to promote visibility of LWAP to male students 
so as encourage them to improve on their organisation 
and development of ideas through academic writing 
support. Overall, the study underscores the importance 
of LWAP within academic institutions, highlighting 
their vital role as a foundational resource for a myriad 
of students, particularly those coming from socio-
economically disadvantaged backgrounds.
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Introducing First-Year Experience (FYE) programmes 
in South African universities signifies a significant 
advance in higher education. This initiative is driven 
by a commitment to rectify historical inequalities 
and tackle challenges such as high attrition and 
low throughput rates, particularly among first-year 
students. Establishing positions for FYE practitioners 
within higher education institutions can have a 
transformative impact on facilitating the transition of 
first-year students into university life, ensuring they are 
adequately prepared for the academic rigours ahead. 
The role of FYE practitioners encompasses various 
sectors within institutions, including faculties, inter-
faculty, and departmental domains.

Drawing on Leach and Zepke’s conceptual organiser 
of institutional support and Kalsbeek’s 4Ps framework, 
this study sheds light on the institutional mechanisms 
that support FYE initiatives and their promise for 
enhancing student success. This study delves into 
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the strategies FYE practitioners employ to facilitate 
the transition of first-year students across three 
universities of technology. The paper highlights the 
diverse approaches FYE practitioners take across 
different universities, emphasising the importance of 
tailoring transition and retention initiatives to specific 
institutional contexts and student demographics. The 
variations in strategies emphasise the adaptability and 
responsiveness of FYE practitioners to their specific 
institutions’ distinct needs and circumstances. The 
multifaceted nature of FYE programmes, encompassing 
academic, social, and personal dimensions, resonates 
with the complexity of first-year students’ transition 
experiences. FYE practitioners stress the necessity for 
a dynamic and responsive approach, emphasising the 
importance of tailoring initiatives, adjusting strategies, 
and remaining attuned to the unique characteristics 
of each institution and its student body to foster 
successful transitions and retention experiences.

24 May 2024

Strategies Employed by FYE Practitioners in First-Year Students’ Transition at 
Three Universities of Technology
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The existing academic terrain seems to scarcely report 
on a double transition, a concept pioneered by Nyar 
(2021) which entails transitioning into higher education 
institutions (HEIs) amid another social phenomenon. 
This paper specifically focuses on a double transition 
where loadshedding is the other phenomenon in 
question and thus sought to understand the lived 
experiences of first-year students (FYS) who are 
transitioning into HEIs amid loadshedding. Using 
Schlossberg’s Transition Theory, this study examines 
what meaning they ascribe to these experiences and 
how they accommodate and cope with them.

Data was examined using Interpretive Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA) and findings revealed “moving into” HEIs 
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amid loadshedding is not only difficult, but indeed a 
double transition (Nyar, 2021), and an unanticipated 
one at that. Interesting to find, was that participants 
incorporate, and gain multiple coping mechanisms 
when they “move through” HEIs. This may be because 
their transition is doubled. Coping thus propels FYS 
to fashion new ways of manoeuvring successfully, a 
resilience that may not be exhibited by FYS who have 
not experienced loadshedding. As hoped for, this 
study offers fresh insight into the lived experiences 
of transitioning FYS considering that loadshedding is 
gradually becoming a norm in South Africa (SA).
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Amidst the growing significance of Technology 
Enhanced Learning (TeL) in higher education, especially 
underscored by the COVID-19 pandemic, the University 
of Fort Hare responded proactively by implementing 
the Technology Enhanced Learning Programme. At its 
core lies the Technology Enhanced Learning Student 
Assistants (TeL Assistants) initiative, tailored to aid 
students in navigating Blackboard, the university’s 
designated Learning Management System, and 
Turnitin. Launched in 2021, the programme specifically 
targets the hurdles encountered by first-year students, 
many hailing from underprivileged backgrounds, in 
adapting to online learning modalities. TeL Student 
Assistants undergo rigorous training conducted by 
Teaching and Learning Consultants to adeptly support 
first-year students.

In this context, this study assesses the efficacy of TeL 
Student Assistants in aiding first-year students at 
the University of Fort Hare in utilising Blackboard for 
their coursework. Through qualitative surveys, first-
year students trained by TeL assistants provided 
insights into their experiences with Blackboard 
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support. Analysis revealed that the TeL assistants’ 

assistance in assignment and test submissions, their 

knowledgeability, and their patience, significantly 

facilitated student navigation of Blackboard. The 

findings of this study furnish valuable insights to the 

university, empowering the institution to refine and 

enhance support mechanisms, thereby augmenting 

retention rates and fostering academic success among 

first-year students.

The University of Fort Hare’s proactive embrace of TeL 

Student Assistant Programme does not only mitigate 

the challenges posed by the digital shift but also 

exemplifies a commitment to inclusivity and academic 

excellence. By providing tailored support to first-year 

students, particularly those from underprivileged 

backgrounds, the programme fosters a more equitable 

learning environment and promotes student success. 

Furthermore, the TeL Student Assistant Programme 

cultivates a culture of peer mentorship and collaboration, 

nurturing a sense of community among students and 

enhancing their overall university experience.
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First-year experience programmes play a crucial role 
in shaping students’ academic journey and overall 
success in higher education. These programmes are 
designed to provide transitioning students with the 
necessary support, resources, and guidance to support 
their transition and ensure a smooth process from 
high school into university life. A well-structured first-
year experience programme can significantly impact 
the students in many ways. First and foremost, such 
programmes help students acclimatise to the academic 
rigours of university life by offering well-structured 
study skills workshops, academic advising, and tutoring 
services. This support is vital in ensuring that students 
have the tools they need to excel in their coursework. 
Additionally, first-year experience programmes often 
include orientation sessions and campus tours, which 
help students familiarise themselves with the campus 
environment and available resources, these too need to 
be well-structured.

The Importance of Well-Structured First-Year Experience Programmes
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Moreover, these programmes foster a sense of 

community and belonging among students. By 

participating in orientation activities, group projects, 

and social events, students can form connections with 

their peers, faculty, and staff. This sense of belonging is 

essential for student retention and overall satisfaction 

with their university experience. Furthermore, well-

structured first-year experience programmes can also 

contribute to students’ personal development. Through 

well-structured workshops on time management, goal 

setting, and stress management, students can acquire 

crucial life skills that will benefit them both academically 

and personally. In conclusion, the importance of well-

structured first-year experience programmes cannot 

be overstated. By providing well-structured academic 

support, fostering a sense of community, and 

promoting personal development, these programmes 

set students up for success in college and beyond.
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This study examines the experience of mentors 
participating in a Volunteer Mentor Programme with 
a focus on mentoring first-year students/mentees. The 
Volunteer Mentor Programme is designed to facilitate 
the first-year mentees transition into university by 
matching them with experienced mentors who provide 
guidance, support, and valuable insights into university 
life. A quantitative survey was distributed to investigate 
the experiences of mentors within this unique context. 
The survey gathered data on various aspects of the 
mentors’ experiences, such as their satisfaction levels, 
their perceived benefits, and the challenges they faced. 
The mentors reported a range of benefits emanating 
from their participation in the programme. The 
mentors indicated that the opportunity granted them 

the chance to share their knowledge and experience as 
senior students, and it enhanced their communication 
and leadership skills. The challenges experienced by 
the mentors emphasised the importance of offering 
ongoing support and development to enable them to 
effectively fulfil their roles and to address the growing 
needs of the mentees. Overall, the quantitative data 
draws attention to the contribution of the Volunteer 
Mentor Programme on the development of mentors, as 
well as the valuable contribution made to the mentees 
adjustment to higher education and their growth. The 
findings provide insights for mentor coordinators to 
improve mentor experiences and address challenges – 
and thus enhance the effectiveness and sustainability 
of the Volunteer Mentor programme.

Experiences of Mentors in a Volunteer Mentor Programme: Insights from a 
Quantitative Survey
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This study investigates the effectiveness of an 
orientation programme designed to prepare Extended 
Curriculum Programme (ECP) first-year students in 
Electrical and Computer Engineering for the academic 
challenges and career pathways in 2024. A series of 
questions were carefully crafted to assess student 
perceptions of the orientation program, focusing on 
its helpfulness, alignment with expectations, and 
the specific aspects that proved most beneficial. The 
survey delves into the clarity and usefulness of career 
pathways information provided during the orientation, 
aiming to gauge the programme’s success in equipping 
students with essential knowledge for starting 
their academic journey. Furthermore, participants 
are prompted to share their insights on additional 
support and resources they believe would enhance the 
development of academic and professional skills for 
ECP first-year students in future.

Evaluating the Impact of an Orientation Programme on First-Year Student 
Development in an Electrical and Computer Engineering Extended Curriculum 
Programme
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Abstract 
A mix of multiple-choice questions and open-ended 
questions were applied to probe those aspects of the 
orientation programme that could be improved and to 
invite suggestions for enhancing future programmes to 
better cater to the needs of first-year students in ECP. 
The study aims to explore preferences for support and 
guidance mechanisms, allowing students to express 
their views on the most effective formats. In addition, 
the research seeks to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of the impact of orientation programs 
on first-year student development, offering actionable 
insights for institutions to tailor future programs to 
meet the evolving needs of students in the field of 
Electrical and Computer Engineering, specific to ECP.
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The First-Year Experience has become a major support 
initiative at most universities – underpinned by the 
view that the first year is the most important stage 
in a student’s life. However, despite the considerable 
investment and scholarly attention focused on FYE 
programmes, there are concerns about whether these 
interventions are achieving the desired results. In South 
Africa, the number of first-year dropouts continues to 
rise, while overall pass rates remain low. This raises 
critical questions about the effectiveness of FYE 
programmes and is exacerbated by the fact that most 
of these initiatives are not rigorously evaluated. In this 
study, we discuss the multi-layered dynamics of the 
first-year experience at the University of KwaZulu-Natal.

We examine feedback from mentors (n=48) and 
mentees (n=135) and complement it with our 

observations gleaned from their interactions. We also 
draw on Tinto’s theory of student engagement, which 
has near paradigmatic status in the literature on the 
first-year experience, as an analytic lens through 
which to interpret the feedback. These combined 
sources provide valuable insights into the complexity 
of mentor–mentee relationships and shed light on 
effective components of FYE initiatives and areas for 
improvement. Our analysis underscores the need for 
a comprehensive examination of the factors which 
influence academic transition within the South 
African context, emphasising the need for innovation, 
flexibility, and responsiveness to the evolving needs 
of today’s university students. We also advocate for 
the development of a contextualised conceptual 
framework to inform first-year student engagement 
practices.

Understanding First-Year Student Engagement through Mentorship:  
A Qualitative Analysis of Mentor and Mentee Perspectives at a South African 
University

Authors 
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Authentic and innovative assessments contribute to 
augmenting students’ learning and improves their 
competencies within their discipline. Research shows 
that assessments can be classified as authentic when 
the allocated tasks have real-life value and students are 
expected to complete real-world tasks. Project-based 
learning (PBL) refers to an inquiry-based instructional 
method that engages learners in knowledge 
construction by having them accomplish meaningful 
projects and develop tangible artefacts. In response to 
the Durban University of Technology’s ENVISION2030, 
Living Values Framework, Philosophy of Education, 
we launched a project in the Faculty of Accounting 
and Informatics called Designing Authentic Learning 
Teaching and Assessment (DALTA). The outcomes were 
to: (1) apply the principles of project-based learning and 
teaching-as-design approaches in the development 
and design of authentic assessments that enhance 
student learning and success; and (2) promote a 
scholarly approach to conceptualising and designing 
creative curricula and pedagogy that focuses on 
innovation and adaptability so that programmes can 
better equip students to develop entrepreneurial and 
innovative skills. 

Empowering Learning through Innovative and Authentic Assessments:  
The DALTA Project in Accounting and Informatics
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Abstract 

Project team members were required to reflect-in-
action, reflect-on-action, and reflect-for-action on 
their assessment practice, therefore our research 
in this project was located within the interpretivist 
paradigm, underpinned by the Social Constructivist 
Learning Framework and Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD). Vygotsky’s ZPD theory suggests 
that students learn best when they are challenged 
just beyond their current level of competence but 
with appropriate support. PBL allows for learning to 
occur whilst students are engaging in the project. 
Data was collected from feedback by the team 
members on the project development workshops, 
the project storyboards, and focus group discussions 
with students. Findings from the thematic analysis of 
the data sets show that complex, integrative concepts 
such as entrepreneurship, innovation, and adaptability 
require multi- and trans-disciplinarity. PBL requires 
novel methods for integrative teaching, learning, and 
assessment and offers a structured yet creative and 
innovative pedagogy that influences students’ ability 
and willingness to approach real world challenges while 
providing a platform to develop key competencies.
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This paper calls for the recognition of the social 
determinants of student success in higher education. 
Utilising a concept which was hitherto restricted 
to the analysis of health and medicine – the social 
determinants of health (SDOH) – the paper examines, 
as part of an ongoing study, the following important 
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Social Determinants of Student Success in Higher Education
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Abstract 

question: To what extent do non-academic and social 
living standards (environment) influence student 
participation and ultimately their success in higher 
education institutions?
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Low levels of student success are a salient problem 
in South African higher education. Student success is 
often narrowly confined to enrolment and graduation 
output, as well as the timely completion of academic 
programmes. This limited perspective disregards the 
multifaceted nature of student success, neglecting 
critical aspects such as mental well-being and the 
fulfilment of daily needs such as access to food and 
other essential resources. According to Tinto (2017), 
academic support programmes such as tutoring, 
supplemental instruction, and academic advising play 
a crucial role in promoting student success by providing 
students with the necessary tools and resources to 
excel academically.

This study adopts a qualitative approach within a case 
study design to investigate the multifaceted dimensions 
of student success beyond academic achievement 
and psychosocial factors. A purposive sample of a 
group of 100 second-year students in four faculties is 
targeted. In-depth focus group interviews made up of 
10 groups of ten students will be conducted, and the 

data generated from the research will be analysed 
thematically. Moreover, the paper will elucidate 
the pivotal role of faculty, staff, and administrative 
leadership in cultivating a student-centered culture 
that values empathy and collaboration.

A theoretical framework that will be used to effectively 
guide the implementation of a holistic academic 
advising program at the institution is the Ecological 
Systems Theory (EST). Bronfenbrenner’s EST posits  
that an individual’s development is influenced by 
a series of interconnected environmental systems, 
ranging from the immediate surroundings (e.g., family) 
to broad societal structures (e.g., culture). These systems 
include the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, 
macrosystem, and chronosystem, each representing 
different levels of environmental influences on an 
individual’s growth and behaviour. It is envisaged that 
this research will contribute to the ongoing discourse on 
student success by advocating for a holistic approach 
that places students at the center of their educational 
journey.
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Re-Imagining Student Success: The Case of a Rural University 
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Finance courses, particularly those with strong 
mathematical components like Business Finance, 
Financial Accounting, and Financial Management, are 
often perceived as highly challenging by students in 
business and management programs. Universities 
often supplement classroom teaching with tutorials 
to provide first-year students with peer support in 
understanding difficult concepts, practicing formulas, 
and revising for exams. While the effectiveness of 
tutorials in promoting peer learning is well-documented, 
research on tutors’ and tutees’ experiences with code-
switching during finance tutorials remains limited.

Hence, this study investigates the experiences of 
tutors and tutees using code-switching in Financial 
Management and Accounting 1 (FMA1) tutorials for a 
first-year entrepreneurship programme at a University 
of Technology in South Africa. The participants included 
4 tutors and 30 tutees from a first-year FMA1 class of 
180 students. The research findings revealed that tutors 
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Tutors and Tutees Experience with Code-Switching in First-Year Finance  
Tutorials at a University of Technology
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Abstract 

reported challenges accessing technical vocabulary 

in non-mother tongue languages and maintaining 

explanatory dialogues using these languages; 

moreover, that there are limitations in technological 

support for African languages in classrooms. Tutees 

primarily expressed excitement about using their 

mother tongue and perceived improvements in 

understanding complex concepts due to enhanced 

communication with tutors.

Drawing on Activity Theory and the Specialisation 

dimension of Legitimation Code Theory, this paper 

highlights the value of using mother tongue instruction 

in higher education, particularly at the first-year level, 

for creating effective and inclusive tutorial spaces. The 

study recommends that universities develop training 

programmes for tutors on effective code-switching 

and invest in online academic resources in African 

languages.
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In South Africa, there are certain hard facts about 
which academic institutions are impractical when it 
comes to implanting 21st-century skills. Subsequently, 
most university graduates struggle to become self-
employed because of the deficiency in acquiring 
the required techniques and necessary strategies. A 
situation accentuated by the fact that entrepreneurship 
as a discipline does not enjoy equal recognition and 
attraction amongst university students and graduates. 
Against the backdrop of an increasing graduate 
unemployment rate there is, then, surely a favourable 
argument that unlocking entrepreneurial potential 
among higher education students in South African 
rural universities could curb the unemployment rate. In 
this context, the purpose of this paper is to showcase 
the potential of entrepreneurship using project-based 
learning (PBL) among first-year science students.

A mixed-methods research approach was followed 
with respect to a sample of 202 students. The selected 

students were assigned chemistry projects to work 
in assigned groups to do saponification as a pathway 
to innovative and entrepreneurial skills; a project 
purposively designed to foster an environment where 
creativity, curiosity, and critical thinking thrive. Our 
findings present a challenge to the status quo and 
demonstrate how education can be transformed to 
foster entrepreneurial education. The paper concludes 
that the future of these students looks promising, and 
it presents numerous innovative strategies that can be 
pursued to promote entrepreneurial education. PBL 
can inculcate a unique curriculum and approach that 
is tailored to the demands and needs of graduates in 
the corporate world of today. Instead of sending all 
students down the same one-size-fits-all path, there is 
a need to enable students to take greater ownership 
of their future. The paper therefore recommends 
that Higher Education Institutions should embrace 
entrepreneurial education by doing more to create a 
culture of innovation and collaboration.
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Project-Based Learning for Furthering Entrepreneurial Education among First 
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Thank you for attending the 9th Annual 
SANRC FYE Conference; our fi nal conference. 
We look forward to meeting you all again in 
different spaces as we continue to work in 
service of our students.


