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Editorial: Student Access, Throughput and
Dropout in Higher Education in South Africa:
A New Take on an Old Challenge

Sadhana Manik
Labby Ramrathan

This special issue of Alternation attempts to bring to the fore a nuanced
exploration of student access, throughput, academic support and dropout to a
fine-grained analysis of this deeply concerning state of affairs within higher
education. Low student throughput and high dropout rates is a worldwide
concern with several theoretical explanations and interventions, but with little
success in improvement. Perhaps it is now an opportune moment to review
what we know about student access, throughput and dropout from
undergraduate to postgraduate level and to re-visit this concern through other
lenses. This volume of Alternation aims to do just that. Through the range of
papers, various vantage points of exploration are presented to open up spaces
for re-imaging possibilities in addressing this serious concern of higher
education efficiency.

The volume commences with a contextualizing article by Labby
Ramrathan and Daisy Pillay presenting the status of the gains and
challenges of student access into university studies, the current blame based
socio-economic and socio-political discourses that have influenced the
debates on student throughput, academic support and student dropout. The
contextualizing article then argues for a re-imaging of the current blame
based discourse to a more humanizing discourse. This argument is developed
through an institutional case study of a higher education institution in
KwaZulu-Natal®, thereby pointing to a need for more nuanced exploration

! This study was funded through the University of KwaZulu-Natal’s Teaching
and Learning Office.
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within institutions to understand the complexities and multilayered realities
experienced by students across the board, that impact on their studies within
higher education. This advocates a student centred discourse that offers fresh
insights into these complexities which the remainder of the papers in this
volume attest to achieving.

Ted Sommerville and Veena Singaram’s paper presents a
longitudinal study on the assessment performance of medical students across
their five-year curriculum. The study examined a host of factors, largely
within the ambit of biographical characteristics that impacted on the
assessment scores of students. Using a mixed methods approach, they
delineate four statistically significant factors from their initial set of nine,
across the five years, that wield independent influence on students’ academic
performance. These four influences comprise of students matric marks, the
high school they attended, their previous higher education experience and the
sequence of tests across the years.

In contrast, to Somerville and Singagram’s approach, Subethra
Pather and Rajendra Pillay adopt a different approach focusing on the first
year student experience and academic performance of one particular student
from a study comprising of eight students. Their paper provides a deep
grained analysis of how the student mediates both the academic and social
structures evident at the case study university. In addition, the authors unpack
the role of habitus and social capital in the manner in which the student
experiences university life and his academic performance.

Dudu Mzindle’s paper on the voice of student dropout, argues from
the standpoint that the persisting discourses on the socio-economic and the
academic under-preparedness of students accessing higher education is
inadequate to address the continued challenge of student dropout in HE. She
argues for the need to deeply examine what she terms the ‘confounding
factors and breaking point factors’ that impact on student dropout and that
greater attention must be given to the confounding factors in light of both
students and institutions. She uses a tracer study methodology accessing
students who have dropped out, to present the participants’ reasons for their
drop out with a specific focus of highlighting how these additional factors
(and not only those of finance and academic performance)have merit for the
dropout discourse.

Padhma Moodley and Jesika Singh, similar to Dudu, fashion their
paper in the climate of the throughput and dropout rates discourses that has
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been prevailing in SA higher education context. They likewise, reject a
guantitative analysis in preference of a qualitative study which accesses
students who have dropped out from HEIs. Their participants share through
the instrument of interviews, their perceptions of how dropping out of
university could have been prevented citing their reasons for dropping out:
incorrect career choice, inadequate academic support and insufficient
funding. Their study illuminates the need for departments to recognise poor
performance and introduce academic support programmes for modules with a
high failure rate.

Samu Mgomezulu and Labby Ramrathan’s paper locates itself
within the realm of academic monitoring and support in the undergraduate
programme. They focus on academic support which has been provided to ‘at
risk’ students. They access the experiences of ‘at risk’ students within the
STAR programme at the school of teacher education in the case study
institution using interviews and focus group discussions. Their findings
prompt them to argue that process factors in the underperformance of
students need to be examined in depth for their influence on student
outcomes.

Zilungile Sosibo locates her paper in academic literacy (AL), an area
which speaks to the discourse on students gaining epistemological access to
HE crafting her article using scaffolding theory. She begins her argument by
acknowledging the expansive literature on second-language students’ poor
academic literacy (AL) and its link to poor through put and dropout, She
maintains that there is a need to share intervention strategies which enhance
students AL amongst higher education institutions. Her paper thus reports on
the challenges related to AL which students in both different disciplines and
at various levels of study face at one case study University of Technology.
She then further presents the intervention strategies that AL lecturers and
those teaching literacy-related subjects employ in promoting students’
learning.

Nicholas Munro and Michael Samuel present an entirely innovative
gaze amongst the deficit grand narratives of failure and dropout amongst
African students in higher education. In their paper on African students who
excel in the higher education environment in one particular institution, they
report on a study that examined exceptional academic achievement in African
students. Utilising creative data generation methods of auto-photography and
photo-elicitation, they select 3 participants for this paper to explain how these




Sadhana Manik and Labby Ramrathan

participants excelled in an academic environment and the process of ‘who
they were becoming’. The value of Munro and Samuel’s paper lie in the
theorization of the concepts of ‘retro[pro]spectivity’ and ‘co-regulation of
learning’ in explaining exceptional academic achievement among African
students.

Whilst much of the focus on dropout and associated poor
academic outcomes have focused on the undergraduate sector in higher
education, Bheki Khoza and Sadhana Manik fashion a paper which has
resonance with postgraduate throughput and dropout in a higher education
landscape that promotes equity of access at the possible expense of equity of
outcomes for postgraduate research students. Using the lens of student
experiences, they hone in on the digital knowledge and skills challenges
facing postgraduate students for whom research is a key component and
digital competence is essential. Their study highlights the notion of ‘digital
technology refugees’ in PG higher education and it reports that students
required various forms of digital support across all their years of study.

Keeping with the thread of postgraduate study is Suriamurthee
Maistry who zooms in on the doctoral degree as a requirement for local
university teaching. He locates his paper in the arena of mid- and late-career
academics who are under duress to complete a PhD, but opt to change focus
from their discipline to researching their own teaching practice, by
undertaking a PhD in Education. He thus chooses to examine how these
students with little or no formal education qualification or with limited formal
knowledge of educational theory and methods negotiate their experience at
PhD level. In addition, he uses self-study methodology to critically reflect on
his own practice as a PhD supervisor of this unique cohort. His paper is
salient in illuminating some of the particular challenges which novice
education PhD students encounter in making the cross-over to Education
from their specialist disciplines.

The final article by Sadhana Manik provides an overview of
some of the discussions related to selected discourses within student access
and success in SA higher education, by undertaking a review of the recent
local literature with the aim of highlighting the progress made towards
understanding these phenomena and the gaps in knowledge that still require
more research for greater understanding in the pursuit of achieving student
success in South African public higher education institutions.
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Re-Imagining and Expanding the Discourse of
Student Access, Throughput and DropOut
within the South African Higher Education
Context

Labby Ramrathan
Daisy Pillay

Abstract

The enrolment in higher education has been steadily increasing since
democracy however, there is a growing concern with respect to the efficiency
of the public higher education system, largely attributed to the high dropout
rates, low throughput rates and increased time-to-completion trends.
Interventions to mediate this have been extensive including access
development programmes, foundation programmes, academic support
programmes and student services. However, the intervention discourses to
address throughput and ‘underpreparedness’ is now entering its second
decade with little evidence to show that any substantive improvements have
occurred. This paper, therefore, argues for a re-imagining of the current
discourses, based on an institutional case study of a public higher education,
to an expanding discourse that includes a humanizing discourse from
students’ perspectives.

Keywords: humanizing discourse, students’ perspectives

Introduction
The vital statistics provided by the Council for Higher Education (CHE)
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(2013) shows clearly that the enrolment in higher education has been steadily
increasing since democracy, recoding a total enrolment of just under 950 000
in 2011 from 450 000 in 1994. The indication is that the South African
public higher education system is a healthy growing system. There is,
however, an increasingly growing concern with respect to the efficiency of
the public higher education system, largely attributed to the high dropout
rates, low throughput rates and increased time-to-completion trends. Several
studies (CHE 2013; HSRC 2008) have been done to establish the reasons for
this low efficiency, many of which are linked to apartheid blamed, socio-
political and socio-economic discourses that view the students as the
problem. Interventions to mediate this student blame discourse have been
extensive and wide ranging.  These interventions included access
development programmes, foundation programmes, academic support
programmes and student services. The most recent in the intervention
discourse is the proposed introduction of a flexible undergraduate curriculum
(CHE 2013), in which up to a year of additional study space for support
modules is added to the undergraduate curriculum to assist students within
their study programme. Students can, however, exit the study programme a
year earlier if they do not need such interventions and this is the ‘flexibility’
in this intervention strategy. The intervention discourses to address
throughput and underpreparedness is now entering its second decade with
little evidence to show that any substantive improvements have occurred.
This paper, therefore, argues for a re-imagining of the current discourses,
based on an institutional case study of a public higher education, to an
expanding discourse that includes a humanizing discourse from students’
perspectives.

The increased access to Higher Education Institutions within South
Africa has not been met with its associated improved success and graduation
rates (Department of Education 1997; CHE 2013), potentially working
against the transformation agenda and with enormous cost implications. It is
generally acknowledged that progression and retention rates at South African
Universities rank amongst the lowest in the world ( Letseka & Maile 2008);
with graduation rates for white students being more than double that of black
students (Letseka & Maile 2008; CHE 2013). This is despite the country
apportioning the largest slice of its national budget to education. According to
a report by the Human Science Research Council, as many as 40% of
students drop out of university in their first year of study (University World
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News 2008), with the graduation rate being in the region of only 15% (DHET
2013). These statistics are not very different from those released more
recently by the Council for Higher Education (2013). The increased access
with low graduation rates suggest that the equity of access has not translated
into observable equity of outcomes and sustained over a long period of time,
signaling a need to re-imagine and expand the discourses and debates on
higher education efficiency with respect to student enrolment, throughput and
graduation.

The demand for places in public higher education institutions in
South Africa, and in most developing world contexts, far exceeds the actual
number of places available. Several reasons have been advanced for this
mismatch between demand and availability. These include, amongst others,
opening up of access to previously denied population groups (as is the case in
South Africa post-apartheid) (Cloete et al. 2000), development demands that
requires a more global knowledge economy (Barnet 2013), employment
opportunities and competition for jobs (Burke & Johnston 2004; Oyaziwo et
al. 2012), and aspiration towards a technologically advanced society (Forde
2001; Adams 2012). In the face of this high demand for spaces within higher
education institutions, is a serious concern for the student dropout. South
African research studies suggest that less than one sixth of the students that
enrolled in their undergraduate study programme complete and graduate from
their programme within the minimum study period (HSRC 2008). These
concerns have serious implications for the efficiency of higher education, and
more especially within a transformational agenda. Several discourses have
emerged across the world that attempt to explain this student dropout
concern.  These include, amongst others a race based socio-political
discourse where the ills of past political policies and actions (as in the case of
South Africa) have been blamed for the lack of infrastructural capacity to
prepare students for higher education studies; a student poverty discourse
focusing on lack of economic capital to support students in their higher
education studies while promoting positive discrimination to increase
participation of students from low socio economic sectors of the population
(as in the case of India); and an academic discourse of student potential, or
lack thereof, to engage in higher education studies. These discourses adopt a
student deficit lens and the students are seen as the source of the
problem.
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The Status of Debates on Student Access, Throughput and

Dropout within the South African Higher Education Context

As previously stated, the demand for places in public higher education
institutions in South Africa, and in most developing world contexts, far
exceeds the actual number of places available. Access into higher education
within the South African context has largely been related to socio-political
transformation from the ills of apartheid and transition into democracy,
human rights and social-justice system of governance (Cloete et al. 2000;
Bunting 2002). Historically, access to higher education was largely the
privilege of the White population group, with some institutions being
reserved for African, Indian and the coloured population groups respectively
during the apartheid era. If students of different race groups wanted to access
higher education institutions that were reserved for specific racial groups
other than their own, they required governmental approval (Bunting 2002).
Slowly, with the dismantling of apartheid through protest and sanctions,
access into higher education altered to a situation where racial quotas became
the discourse in higher education enrolment. Recently access quotas
extended within racial groups with more recent emphasis now being focused
on marginalized communities (related to geography rather than politically
marginalization). Through this process students from outlying regions where
the level of development, both, in the lives of communities and in the
educational opportunities that are available to them, have emerged as the
target group for higher education enrolment. Qut of this recognition,
institutional marketing for student recruitment as well as admission into
university programmes for those located in geographically marginalized
communities are being increasingly targeted by institutions of higher
learning. The implications are that the student profile in higher education are
being more complexly diversified with the main vectors of diversity
expanding from race, economics and academic to include geography and
school types (quintile rankings of schools based on infrastructural
provisioning and poverty levels). Hence, while access figures into higher
education has exceeded the transformational goal set in the early 2000’s in
terms of a race-based focus, the emerging focus on access is now on going
beyond the race-based focus into nuances associated with opportunities and
social justice, bringing about a new set of variables that needs to be identified
and engaged with in addition to programmes of actions for intervention
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through a social redress lens.

A further issue with access into higher education is related to the
increase in demands and constraints in higher education capacity. In South
Africa, approximately 17% of those who complete grade 12 school education
have opportunities to access higher education across the 23 public funded
institutions, while many more access the growing private higher education
sector. The targeted enrolment as indicated in the National Plan for Higher
Education (Lewin & Mawoyo 2014; Department of Education 2001) was
20% in 2001. In 2015 we have not yet achieved this target. The latest
audited statistics indicate that in 2011, 931 817 students were enrolled in
higher education across the public universities, growing from 495 000 in
1994. While the number of students accessing public higher education has
substantially increased, the capacity has not increased commensurately.
Hence a further discourse on supply and demand for higher education within
a structural capacity focus needs to emerge, to not only address the increasing
demand overall for higher education, but also to consider the impact of low
throughput with higher demand for new admissions. In this respect, one
needs to explore how selection criteria for admissions into programmes of
study become an exclusion process.

With respect to throughput across university programmes, the current
statistics are alarming and continues to trend in its current forms despite
substantial interventions both systemically and institutionally.  National
studies in this area suggest that one in six students registered within South
African higher education, graduate in minimum study time (Letseka et al.
2010) and that the student dropout rate is unacceptably high (Letseka &
Maile 2008). Most recent statistics produced by the Department of Higher
Education suggests that the average graduation rate across the 23 public
higher education institutions within South Africa is 15% for undergraduate
programmes (Department of Higher Education 2013). In response to this
noted low graduation rate, several interventions have been made, both, by the
state and by institutions. The responses included financial support to students
in the form of bursaries and study loans and to institutions in the form of
funding for programme support through access programmes, academic
support programmes and foundational programmes. The most recent
proposal by the Council for Higher Education (2013) is for a flexible
undergraduate curriculum structure that allows for flexible exit from a degree
programme based on whether the student needs additional academic support

10
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at transitional points across the qualification. The proposal is to add an
additional academic year to the three or four year study programme to cater
for the additional academic support.

The interventions thus far suggest that the problem is located within
the school education system and with the students and that higher education
institutions must do something to rectify the low preparation for higher
education. This deficit discourse has prevailed, even internationally where,
for example, models of student integration (Tinto 1996) have been developed
to keep students in higher education. However, through this paper, the gaze
shifts from a student deficit discourse to a more humanitarian discourse based
on a discourse of ‘student experiences’: not just of higher education
experience, but inclusive of students’ personal and environmental
experiences that necessitate different decision- making.

Student dropout from higher education is a related issue to student
throughput. A great concern is that almost a quarter of the students drop out
from university in their first year of their study. These concerns have serious
implications for the efficiency of higher education, and more especially
within a transformational agenda. In South Africa, the reasons advanced for
the relatively high student dropout from higher education have largely been
linked to a blame discourse attached to the socio-political situation
characterizing the South African political transition. However, the blame
discourse is slowly being overshadowed by a discourse on students’
experiences pointing to student departure and re-entry at later stages of their
lives (Manik 2014). In the international domain and increasing entry into the
South African field of inquiry is the student engagement discourse where
surveys of student engagement (e.g. the SASSE survey) are being
administered to explore issues, trends and patterns associated with how
students are engaging within higher education institutions.

Having presented this status of debates on student access, throughput
and dropout, the next section of this paper presents some key findings of an
institutional case study to support the main argument being made, i.e. a re-
imagining and expanding of the discourses on student access, throughput and
dropout from higher education within the South African context.

Methodology
Our empirically based article draws evidence from an institutional case study

11
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methodology located within an exploratory mixed method approach
(Cresswell 2007). Drawing on the methodological critique of existing studies
within the South African context, where research on student dropout have
largely been through surveys, database analysis and secondary data sources,
this empirical institutional case study attempted to get deeper insight into the
phenomenon of student dropout by exploring the range of variables that could
account for student dropout.

The choice of an exploratory mixed method approach, enabled us to
examine the trends and extent to which student dropout exists, and the
possible reasons for such trends and patterns, located within the daily
practices, policies and interventions of that institution, all of which will be
influenced differently across different institutions.

The case study institution is located within KwaZulu-Natal Province
and is considered as one of the largest contact higher education institutions in
South Africa. This means that the majority of its forty three thousand students
attend face-to-face lectures. It has a diverse student population, including a
significant number of international students, both from within and beyond its
African borders. The university, through a merger between a historically
White well-resourced institution and a historically Indian university, is a
multi-campus institution having a two tiered governance structure, the senior
executive structure and a College structure. Its academic programmes are
located within the four Colleges, each College being led by a Deputy Vice
Chancellor and Head of College. The institution is amongst the top five
institutions within the country and is located within the top 400 institutions in
two of the world ranking systems that rank higher education institutions. The
institution is governed by several institutional policies and its vision and
mission is located within its 2012 to 2016 strategic plan. With respect to
student throughput management, the institution has a well-developed student
support and retention policy that identifies, tracks, supports and monitors
students’ progress through their academic study programme. This support
programme is located within the institution’s Teaching and Learning Office
under the leadership of the Deputy Vice Chancellor of Teaching and
Learning. At the College level, College Deans of Teaching and Learning
lead and manage College support for students.

The institution has several student support programmes, including
academic counseling, career counseling, access to and support by traditional
healers, language development support, skills training and School-based

12
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academic development officers. The identification, tracking and monitoring
system within the case study institution uses the analogy of a traffic light
signal. A student who has completed progression requirements into the next
semester of study would receive a green code. Students that do not meet
progression requirements would be labeled orange and can receive several
risk warnings. Students who, after receiving several risk warnings are then
labeled red, meaning that they are to be academically excluded from their
study programme. Students who have been identified as ‘at-risk’ are tracked
and they are required to undergo identified interventions, managed through
the School-based academic coordinator to improve their status. The ‘at-risk’
students are monitored through these intervention programmes and if students
do improve their academic performance, their status changes back to green.
If they have not improved, they will remain with an orange label and given
another risk warning followed by probationary conditions. For students who
do not meet their probationary requirements, their status changes to red and
they are considered for academic exclusion. The student has an opportunity
to appeal against this exclusion. The appeal is first considered at the College
level and subsequently at the institutional level where several decisions can
be made.

Data for this study was produced in 2010, 2011 and 2013, tracing the

cohort from first year registration to the final year of study in each of the
undergraduate qualifications offered at the case study institution. The
empirical evidence is drawn from three vantage points that span across the
higher education students’ experiences, namely; a tracer element tracing
students that dropped out of study, institutional statistics on student drop out
and institutional support through academic development programmes. The
empirical evidence is, therefore, presented in three parts, the analysis thereof
and its contribution to the re-imagining of the student dropout discourse.
The quantitative analysis took the form of an institutional database analysis
of the 2009, 2011 and 2013 graduating cohorts of students and tracked the
original cohort’s registration since first registration across all faculties in the
institution. Patterns on completion time and dropout were explored.

The qualitative analysis took the form of several approaches. A
random sample, computer selected, of thirty percent of students that had
dropped out of university in each of the faculties were selected for telephonic
interviews and biographical analysis as a tracer study dimension to the study.
This was about exploring factors and reasons for student dropout, and what

13



Labby Ramrathan and Daisy Pillay

had happened to students subsequent to them dropping out from the case
study institution. Five Academic coordinators (one from each of five
faculties) who provide academic support to the students identified as ‘at-risk’
were interviewed to explore what support they provided to students, what
issues students were dealing with during their studies, and the reasons why
they believe students were dropping out from university.

Key Findings of the Institutional Case Study: Findings on
Student Throughput

Table 1: Graduation, Throughput and Dropout of First Entry Students
Reported as at May 2013

U O 0O mT | OO0~ S m QO O O
38| £ 27|89z | EZ (€L 238 3
Q ‘5 3| & |88 | 22 |&3 L5 S
= o = = ~ 3 a= s S o | o S e S
L @ ~ Br:,n :".O-:m 9'3 S 3 o @ I}
= <1353 @318 |35 |@&| £=| ¢
3 o < 3 S c
= 5] =] =3
- o |3 yr| 2010 | 6064 1204 (19.8%) 357 2410 | 704 1310
é 3 prog (5.9%) (21.6%)
3 > 2009 | 5147 910 (17.7%) 383 2146 | 672 1027
3F (7.4%) (19.9%)
g o 2007 | 3923 916 (23.3%) 255 83 539 803
3 (6.5%) (20.5%)
o | 4 yr| 2009 | 2074 | 878 (42.3%) 97 565 | 231 303
g prog (4.7%) (14.6%)
(2]
s 2008 | 1756 768 (43.7%) 73 515 142 285
a (4.2%) (16.2%)
< 2006 | 1508 | 522 (34.6%) 100 22 181 262
8 (6.6%) (17.3%)
5
(]
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Finding 1: DropOut across the Racial Groups are Persistently

High and Points to a Larger Discourse on Student Dropout
Consistent with other national studies on student throughput (Council for
Higher Education 2013; HSRC 2008; Letseka & Maile 2008), approximately
a third of the students graduate in the minimum time to completion of degree.
There are, however, differences between three year programmes and four
year programmes suggesting that students registering for four year
programmes, which are largely profession related programmes, fare better on
graduation rates. As there are no differences in the provision of academic
support across three and four year degree programmes, academic support
would therefore not be considered as an influential factor in the differences of
graduation rates.  Further, reasons for a higher throughput and graduation
rate related to four year programmes could include curriculum matters that
account for an extended engagement in a focused area of study, greater
maturity as students spend more time in a higher education environment and
the development of professional conduct. Table 1 suggests that graduation in
minimum time rates for four-year undergraduate programmes is almost twice
as much that of three-year undergraduate programmes. The graduation rates
across the three year reporting cohorts show no substantial changes. They
range between 17% and 24% for three year undergraduate programmes and
between 34% and 44% for the four year undergraduate programmes. Despite
the substantial intervention in academic support, the graduation rates have not
changed substantially. In fact, for the three year programmes, the graduation
rates decreased across the reporting period, while for the four year
programmes, there was a substantial jump in graduation from the 2006 cohort
to the 2008 and 2009 cohorts. There is, however, a decrease in the number of
graduates in minimum time from the 2008 to the 2009 cohort, suggesting that
there may not necessarily be an upward trend in graduating rates. Rather, the
substantial jump of almost 10% in graduating rate between the 2006 and 2008
cohort could relate to contextual issues which includes institutional merger
and resultant changes, access and selection processes and programme
rationalization.

The dropout statistics are equally of concern. There seems to be a
slight increase in dropout across the three year programmes over the three
reporting cohorts and a slight decrease in dropout across the four year
programmes over the three reporting cohorts. These slight variations on
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student dropout rates across the reporting cohorts could be attributed to
student enrolment numbers that have increased over the reporting years. Of
concern is that there has not been any noticeable decrease in student dropout
rates across the three reporting cohorts despite the advanced student
monitoring and support system in place and offered to students. The
prevailing discourse explaining student dropout within South African
universities have largely been based on socio-political, biographical factors
(Hay & Marais 2004; Letseka & Mallie 2008; HSRC 2008; Department of
Higher Education 2013). Hence a further analysis of student dropout in terms
of student biographies is presented to explore any noticeable trends related to
student biography. The most commonly available data on student biography
as captured within institutions’ database are race and gender, and for the
purpose of this paper a race-based analysis is presented.

Table 2: Racial Distribution of Student Dropout

_| —
& 59 53 5 S 2 2
S 8 BF B 2 5 &
A N
=
— | 3yr | 2010 | 1310 807 48 (134) | 349 104
9| prog (6044) | (3780) | (35.8%) | (1717) | (413)
> (21.6%) | (21.3%) (20.3%) | (25.2%)
2009 | 1027 634 29 (135) | 290 74 (348)
(5138) | (3004) | (21.5%) | (1645) | (21.35%)
(20.0%) | (21.1%) (17.6%)
2007 | 803 444 28 (112) | 203 125
(3923) | (2223) | (25%) (1093) | (385)
(20.4%) | (20%) (18.6%) | (32.5%)
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4yr | 2009 | 303 144 21 (208) | 109 29 (100)
prog (2074) (932) (10.1%) | (834) (29%)
(14.6%) | (15.5%) (13.1%)
2008 | 285 127 7 (35) 88 (700) | 33 (160)

(1756) (850) (20%) (12.6%) | (20.6%)
(15.0%) | (14.9%)

2006 | 262 96 (561) | 11(52) | 99 (650) | 56 (244)
(1544) | (17.1%) | (21.2%) | (15.2%) | (23%)
(17.1%)

There is some degree of differences amongst the different race
groups in terms of dropout rates which could be attributed to enrolment
numbers. Race groups with lower student enrolment numbers tend to have
fluctuating dropout rates, most noticeably amongst the Coloured and White
population groups. Of concern is that within and across the race group the
rate of student dropout across the three reporting cohorts are relatively stable.
The highest head count of dropout is amongst the African students, yet
proportionately across the three reporting years, the dropout is range bound.
Indian students have the lowest dropout rate, followed by African students.
Dropout across all racial groups in four-year programmes is substantially
lower than in three-year programmes. Overall, across the three reporting
years, student dropout has not shown any substantial improvement despite the
substantial student monitoring and support services offered by the university.
The race base analysis of student dropout as evident in Table 2 suggests that
dropout across the race groups are consistently high and, therefore, a race-
based focus on student dropout should be re-imagined on broader factors
impacting on students across the race divide.

Finding 2: Students’ Academic Performance are Influenced by
a Range of Confounding Factors often not Related to The
Academic Capacity of the Student

Through telephonic interviews with students that dropped out of university, it

became clear that there are numerous reasons among most of the students
which impacted upon their decision to leave university. Some students
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revealed that at times a combination of reasons had a ripple, cumulative
effect in leading them to drop out, while there was a single reason for others
(such as relocation). A lack of finance was cited as a singular reason as well
as in combination with other factors leading to drop out. The trigger point for
the majority of students, marking their decision to drop out, was poor
academic performance. While some of the reasons for students’ dropping out
from university were overt, probing through other questions, illuminated
‘masked’ factors that were the drivers informing students’ decision to drop
out from university. The cumulative factors became overbearing and the
breaking point factor at the point of dropout was largely poor academic
performance.

On introspection, poor academic performance may not necessarily be
the main reason for dropping out as indicated in other studies within the
South African context (Letseka & Maile 2008). Rather, poor academic
performance may be the result of the confounding factors in the students’
lives that prevented the student from doing well academically. Two examples
are presented as strong evidence for this assertion. The first relates to career
choice and the second to student migration issues.

Students, wanting to pursue higher education studies in KwaZulu-
Natal, unlike their counterparts in other provinces of South Africa, apply
through the Central Applications Office for admission into a particular
programme. The application process, while it may seem quite ordinary,
subtly forces students to make appropriate choices in their application forms.
Students can make up to six programme and institutional choices in the
central application form. Being centrally controlled, a potential student can
only make a single application which is then considered by the different
disciplines and institutions based on the choices made by the potential
student. Based on the choices that they make, they are either accepted or
declined admission.

With the high competition for access into a university in South
Africa, and the limited number of spaces available within higher education
institutions, students have to make strategic decisions of their ranked choices.
This is because, in high demand programmes, only first choice is considered
in the selection process. This means that if a student wanted to do Pharmacy,
for example, and ranked Pharmacy as a third choice in his/her central
application, s/he may not be selected into the Pharmacy programme if there
was a large number of applicants for Pharmacy and that the Pharmacy
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Discipline only considered students that had made Pharmacy as their first
choice.

While initially being accepted and allowed entrance to university,
some students articulated the position that the degree they had chosen was not
a field that they were passionate about. For example, Amanda (a pseudonym,
white female, and 22 years old) stated: ‘I decided to quit because | did not
have an interest in what | was studying. | spent a year in Business Studies in
2006. | spent the first semester of 2007 in B.Sc. ... I lost interest’. At times
this realisation occurred only in the final year of their study, very late in the
academic programme. The participant revealed that the selection that was
made during registration was not the result of her own decision, but rather
that of the module/programme coordinator, who would inform students that
their initial choice was unavailable suggested an alternative route. This
alternative was not a preference of the student, but they felt obligated to
accept what was being offered to them if they wished to pursue a course of
study in a higher education institution. This subtle, coercive way of
enrolment forces students to make decisions on their study programme, the
effects of which are only later realized, both by the student as well as by the
institution. In this case, the need to be accepted into the university was a
more powerful force than a personal choice of a programme, suggesting that
forces within the institution led to the student’s decision to quit studies.

A large percentage of the students that had dropped out from the case
study institution, had, in fact, enrolled subsequently at another institution. As
with the capturing of institutional data at many HEIs, there is no distinction in
the institution’s data between students who had dropped out to transfer to
another institution, short-term departure and re-entry at a later stage. Quite a
high percentage (63%) of the students traced (n=26) indicated that while they
left the case study institution, they either transferred to another HEI or
engaged in a short-term departure and later re-entered higher education and
completed their qualification at another institution. Thirty four per cent
(n=14) left to work and 3% (n=1) chose not to work or continue higher
education studies. For example, Meera (a pseudonym, Indian female, and 22
years old) was awarded a bursary to study and enrolled at the institution, but
because she wanted to pursue Genetic Engineering, which was not offered
there, she then had to transfer to another institution to pursue her interest.
This departure from the institution would be regarded as student dropout,
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only to establish through a tracer study that she, in fact, had transferred to
another institution.

The short-term dropout from the case study institution is rather a
concept of stop-out than student dropout, suggesting that student dropout
should not be considered as a negative action on the part of the student, but
rather a discourse of resilience and perseverance, despite the odds against
them. Thus, in the case of the majority of students who exited the institution,
they should not be classified as a loss to higher education since they were
merely transferring between HEIs. It is thus imperative to understand from
the students why they resorted to departure from one institution and
transferring to another, which is not the focus of this study. Thus, institutional
statistics at the case study institution could be presenting a worst-case
scenario with regard to student departure. Alternatively, institutional retention
issues, as alluded to by Tinto, could be at the heart of student departure.

Finding 3: Academic Support for Students Identified as ‘At-

Risk’ is Inadequate for the Needs of Students
From interviews with academic co-ordinators provide academic support at
the level of Schools within the university structure, it was found that there
was a simplistic response in the form of academic support (study skills, time
management and additional tutorials) and superficial counselling to students
who were considered at-risk of failing despite the complexities with which
students come into campus. The simplistic responses by the academic co-
ordinators is either because of their lack of appropriate knowledge and
training as academic co-ordinators to deal with complex student issues or that
there are limited options available to academic co-ordinators. The following
cases of students as reported by the academic co-ordinators allude to:

Case 1: The one | can talk about is a student who was raped, and as
a consequence of the rape her grades had fallen. She thought she was dealing
with it, but she actually wasn’t. She wasn’t attending classes and she wasn’t
getting her DP’s. So I sat with her, chatted with her and counselled her to the
best of my ability, and | made an immediate appointment for her with student
counselling. After student counselling, she came back to me, what | do after
that is every two weeks she’s got to come and see me. We’d talk about her
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results, you know, personal problems, social problems. | think in terms of
her self-esteem, I've seen her grow through that.

The student’s lack of connectedness and involvement (Scanlon,
Rowling & Weber 2007) in her academic studies and unhappiness (Yorke
2000) may be attributed to personal trauma. According to Pithouse-Morgan et
al. (2013), human interaction and relationships are fundamental to pedagogy
and Kerka (2002) points out that experiences of trauma can impede learning,
including difficulty beginning new tasks ... inability to trust (especially those
in power), fear of risk taking ... eroded self-esteem/confidence, inability to
concentrate. However while the excerpt points to the benefit of ‘chatting and
talking” and the presence of strategic relationships (with academic
coordinator or peers) it does point to the need for the academic coordinator
to be able to have the required expertise and knowledge to guide and support
the student to ensure successful social and academic integration after their
traumatic experiences/s which is not evident in the above.

Case 2: A student came very distraught, her dad had passed away
about two years ago of HIV/AIDS. They discovered about a year ago that her
mom is HIV positive. Her mom and her live in the same house but she says
they just can’t see eye to eye. That kind of tension is causing enormous stress
on her psychologically and emotionally. So with her we had an hour session
of just talking through things making her realise... she blames herself by the
way, and talking her through the process ...and with her as well I got the
administrator to call student counselling immediately and to have them do
the LEC ‘Learner Evaluation Checklist’... we’re just waiting for the results,
because that happened recently.

Research has shown that parents not only play a key role in children's
primary and secondary education, but that they continue to play an important
role in their offspring's college learning (Strage & Brandt 1999). Student’s
experiences of unhappiness and feelings of loneliness (Lawrence 2003;
Yorke 2000) can be managed and supported through ‘out of class support’.
Higher education institutions need to be proactive in the kinds of support
offered to students. The support needs to be inclusive and acknowledge
diversity (Pather 2015) instead support in the above is misaligned to focus on
Learner Evaluation.

Case 3: The student was from the Congo and he did not have a lot of
family here. His main problem was also financial. He was living at ‘Res’ that
was also far away from campus. So it was not really about TIME
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management, he had a whole different set of problems. | am not able to help
out with financial problems, but what I did was | went over the same kind of
timetabling issues. Also when | could, | hired him as an S| (supplement
instruction) leader). If students come to me with actual psychological
problems, [ then very quickly phone student counselling...obviously at the
moment I have a grip... I am not qualified for this.

Experiences of loneliness associated with being foreigner is a
growing concern and much literature on transition studies reveals that for
students to successfully transition, they need to develop a sense of belonging
and connection with new peer groups and the wider academic community.
However, a further layer of complexity is attributed to socio-economic
circumstances — students are adversely influenced by their financial
constraints — and engaging in part-time employment does impact on their
level of social integration and commitment to the institution (Pather
2015:258). According to her doctoral research Pather (2015) found that
students’ academic and social integration was influenced by their limited
economic capital. It is apparent from the above that whilst the co-ordinator
attempts to assist, she does acknowledge that she is not qualified to do so
which brings to the forefront questions centering on an academic co-
ordinator’s roles, qualifications and abilities.

Drawing from these three case studies issues of isolation and
loneliness influence students’ experiences of life at university, and while
achieving educational goals is a primary focus (Pather 2015) actions by
academic coordinators are primarily provided to advance students’
educational goals rather than their emotional and social needs.

Discussion and Conclusion

It is evident from this institutional case study that dropout across the racial
groups were persistently high over the given period of years despite a range
of academic support endeavours being in existence. Furthermore, academic
support for students identified as ‘at-risk’ appeared to be inadequate for the
needs of students. This also stemmed from the finding that university
students’ academic performance is influenced by a range of factors largely
unrelated to the academic capacity of the student but impacting upon it.
Hence, there is a need to re-imagine and expand the discourse on dropout.
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While studies show (Thomas 1981) that the amount institutions make
available in financial grants and loans increases black students’ probability of
graduation, Harro (1996) has observed that the cycle of socialisation in which
stereotypical conceptions about different student groupings- in this instance
‘at risk students’, initiated across different levels of the university, have
dangerous and damaging consequences. He adds that this normalizing
practice sets different social identities in opposition by means of affirming
one social identity at the expense of disparaging the other: successful students
versus at-risk of failing/dropping out students. This formulaic approach that
casts students who are perceived to be ‘academically’ in a different position
locates them in opposition and inequitably in relationships and left unchanged
— they are strengthened at a personal level (through peers, academics), at
institutional level (school, university policies and practices) and in society in
general (Hardiman & Jackson 2000). Students’ stories suggest a conception
of themselves as ‘at risk’ of failing as belonging to a different, unsuccessful
student group — a Student at Risk. Being a foreign student presents an added
layer of opposition and complexity within dominant discourses within South
Africa and in South African higher education institutions that seems to
generate anxiety (Pithouse-Morgan et al. 2013). So the challenge for us as a
university community is, how can we re-imagine this normalizing discourse
of ‘at risk’ and how do we re-imagine and then re-fashion our pedagogic
settings and practices in ways that counteract the negative and devaluing
societal constructions of deficit.

Clearly, having presented the findings from a multi-perspectival lens,
this institutional case study offers a counter-narrative to the hegemonic blame
based socio-political discourse, focusing solely on the higher education
student. Moving from a fixed deficit stance opens up our sense making to
multiple ways in which underperformance and ultimate dropout from
university studies, may be understood. In attempting to explain such findings,
we framed our analysis and discussion within a humanizing discourse
perspective which rejects the objective scientific method as a way of studying
people. Very simply argued, ‘while the objective view asks ‘what is this
person like?’ the humanistic perspective prioritises understanding people’s
subjectivity, and asks ‘, ‘what is it like to be this person?” We find this
helpful in making sense of the multiple forces and factors students have to
negotiate daily when studying in a higher education institution. In the
institutional case study and in other sustained engagement globally,
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addressing student throughput issues with no apparent resolution, suggests
that the search for an objective, universal truth or grand narrative has been
futile. Our research findings and discussion points to what Higgs (2011)
describes as the ‘construction of plurality, pragmatism and judiciousness’ as
an alternate discourse. Thus, a more pluralistic, pragmatic and judicious
(Higgs 2011) approach to understanding student throughput and dropout is
needed. This pluralistic, pragmatic and judicious approach, informs our
choice in adopting a humanistic approach that looks beyond universal
reasoning to individual reasoning that is textured, layered and discursive.
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The Whole is Greater than the Sum:

A Longitudinal Study of Demographic
Influences on Medical Student Assessment
Scores

Ted Sommerville
Veena S. Singaram

Abstract

The literature on academic success has contributed to our understanding of
positive and negative influences on learners’ accomplishments. With some
exceptions, however, their subjects have been school pupils, who represent
the community at large. Relatively few studies have examined tertiary
education students, and these studies generally focus on subsets of a
particular factor in isolation.

Taking a systems theory view, we addressed the question: What
factors regarding the learner contribute to the teaching and learning ‘system’?
Using mixed methods, this longitudinal study explores a range of
demographic characteristics that influenced the assessment scores of medical
students through their five-year curriculum.

For the initial analysis we used the general linear model. A
generalised estimating equation was used to analyse the characteristics
collectively to assess their influence relative to each other. Students’ and staff
members’ opinions on these factors were also explored through thematic
analysis.

Of the nine factors investigated, only four appeared statistically to
exert independent influences on students’ academic achievements. These four
influences (high school attended, previous higher education experience, the
sequence of tests through the years, final school-leaving marks) seemed to
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apply throughout the five year course. The variety of our interviewees’
responses helped us to understand the nuances of these influences.

While not negating the findings of studies on isolated factors, this study does
also challenge the validity of such analyses. The use of a different
methodology — two layers of statistical analysis, plus qualitative data —
allowed us to demarcate which of the factors examined appeared to be of
overall significance in the system related to student achievement in
assessments, and to understand why that might be so.

Keywords: demographic influence, medical students, student achievements,
learner accomplishments

Introduction

‘Each curriculum has specific requirements, favoring students with specific
capacities related to motivation, competence, and sociodemographic factors’
(Frischenschlager, Haidinger, & Mitterauer 2005: 59). This study, and others
(Bloch 2009; Breier & Wildschut 2006; Christie, Butler & Potterton 2007;
Coleman 1966; Kusurkar et al. 2010) examine factors influencing academic
success. They document the effects of learners’ age, culture, ethnicity,
gender, health, language, and socioeconomic status, and of schools’ ethos,
leadership, staffing and physical resources.

The literature on academic success has contributed to our
understanding of positive and negative influences on learners’
accomplishments. With some exceptions, however, their subjects have been
school pupils, who are representative of the community at large; relatively
few studies have examined tertiary education students, who are a selected
academic population. Additionally, such studies generally focus on subsets of
a particular factor, and quantify the effects associated with these subsets in
isolation. In reality, every learner represents a combination of several
interacting factors. While yet more studies of single characteristics may
contribute further pieces of the complex mosaic that is academic
achievement, they are not likely to help us to understand how the pieces fit
together, or how they interact to produce a positive or negative effect overall.

The medical school described in this study has been racially
integrated for some 20 of its 60 years of existence. Undergraduate students
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are currently admitted under a race-based quota, which contributes to the
diversity of the academic community and brings its own challenges and
contestations.

This article describes the first phase of a larger study (Sommerville
2012) using mixed methods to explore and describe demographic
characteristics that might influence the assessment scores of medical under-
graduates. To investigate the extent of factors’ influence, we have examined
students’ marks in assessments throughout their five-year curriculum, rather
than at a single point in time.

We describe the literature on demographic factors influencing
academic achievement, and the methodology we used to examine these fac-
tors. The statistical method employed to compare aspects within each factor
and that used to examine factors in combination are explained, and students’
and staff members’ opinions on these factors are illustrated. In conclusion
we discuss the implications of the factors that appeared statistically to exert
independent influences on students’ academic achievements.

Elements Relating to Success or Failure in Higher Education
A number of factors appear to influence learners’ academic achievements.
Fraser & Killen (2005) and also Ngidi (2007) conducted studies at three
South African universities, choosing a historically white, a historically black
and a distance education institution. At the two contact universities, six of the
top ten items identified by both students and lecturers as contributing to
students’ academic success had to do with motivation and application. The
remainder of the students’ factors covered similar aspects, while those of the
lecturers included one item related to cognitive skill i.e. logical reasoning
ability. Both students (33" of 34 items) and lecturers (29" of 34) ranked
general academic ability relatively low.

Relating to failure, three factors were common to both students and
lecturers, although ranked differently. These factors related to students’
application to their studies. The students included two aspects related to
cognitive ability in their top ten. These were ‘inability to perform well’ and
‘inability to distinguish between important and unimportant information’.
The lecturers included two cognitive factors in their top ten: ‘failure to attain
the required depth of understanding’ and ‘inability to use higher order
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thinking’. Students and lecturers ranked ‘lack of academic ability’ as 36™ and
16" respectively.

We find it telling that most of the factors perceived as significant
were not cognitive. This suggests that students’ backgrounds in a broad sense
may be significant with regard to their engagement with their studies, and
thus may influence their academic achievement. Kuh’s review of the
literature on student success (2006) describes 11 background characteristics
that provide its foundation, only one of these 11 — academic intensity in high
school — relating directly to students’ cognitive ability. Kuh et al. (2006)
acknowledge the dominance of Tinto in this field; although Tinto’s initial
approach was in terms of student failure (Tinto 1987), we note that more
recently (Tinto 2005: 2) he addressed student success, making the point that
‘student success, however defined, is built upon success in one course at a
time’.

The literature appears equivocal as to whether or not previous higher
education experience (as distinct from age) is a significant influence on
academic performance. A meta-analysis (Ferguson, James & Madeley 2002)
suggests that past academic performance — without separating higher from
secondary education — is a significant influence on future achievement, as one
might expect. A study looking specifically at medical students with prior
degrees concludes that age may be a more substantial influence than having a
degree (Wilkinson, Wells & Bushnell 2004) regarding approaches to
learning, motivation and attitudes, rather than marks. Others have commented
on the risk of younger students allowing more mature students to take over
the process in small-group learning (Benbow & McMahon 2001), but again
this would not necessarily be reflected in the students’ marks.

Elements Relating to Success or Failure in School

Christie et al. (2007: 9) reported that ‘...it is likely that the school attended
may have more predictive value for post-school educational success than
individuals’ capabilities and effort’. The complex factors affecting education
have been noted (Ball & Bruner 2006; Coleman 1966; Forde 2007; Henig et
al. 1999; Simkins & Paterson 2005). Certainly, there are schools in South
Africa that have been identified as being effective despite their having the
same socioeconomic challenges as do other schools with a lower commitment
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to education (Christie et al. 2007). Simkins and Paterson (2005) ascribe 10 —
30% of the variance that they found in language and mathematics
performance of South African high school learners to the schools themselves.
Bloch (2009) shows that the effects of poor schooling carry through to
university: he records a 45% drop-out rate overall and notes that 67% of
black students take longer than expected to complete their degrees. Haeck et
al. (1997) and Yeld (2003) both point out that schooling affects higher
education achievement. In terms of the quality of schools, Simkins and
Paterson (2005), and Bruner (2006), comment on the tendency for the
perceived disadvantages of rural schooling to be aggravated by urbanisation.
This tendency may be part of the explanation for the ‘elusiveness of
education reform’ noted by Henig et al. (1999). Forde (2007) writes of the
struggles of black high school students on the Cape Flats (on the outskirts of
Cape Town) to succeed despite a home background of hunger, lack of
resources, and family responsibilities, and a school environment of rundown
buildings, too many pupils, and too few desks, books and teachers. Ball’s
(2006) book echoes this description. Kohr et al. (2007) compare achievement
in mathematics in various Pennsylvanian high schools with respect to
socioeconomic status, sex and race. They find no differences attributable to
sex, but that white students generally fared better than black students, and
that black students were disproportionately disadvantaged in schools serving
low socioeconomic areas. These findings appear to confirm exactly one of the
findings of Coleman’s (1966) landmark study from forty years previously,
which documented that race and socioeconomic disadvantage were
commonly linked and that Afro-American students tended to do worse in
schools serving that group exclusively.

It is evident from the range of topics dealt with in the literature on
teaching and learning that several factors may influence academic achieve-
ment. Essack et al. (2010) analysed student throughput data in various health
sciences, from the perspective of institutional support. In this article, we
address a number of demographic factors and their interaction, which may
serve to identify both successful students and those who may need assistance.

Methodology
Ethics approval and gatekeepers’ permission were obtained from the
University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN). Interviewees gave written informed
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consent. Taking a systems theory view that each element in a system affects,
and is in turn affected by, other elements (Laszlo & Krippner 1998), and
bearing in mind the work of Essack et al. (2010) on the aspects of teaching,
we addressed the question: What factors regarding the learner contribute to
the teaching and learning ‘system’? We used mixed methods, delineating
guantitatively which demographic factors were influential, and illuminating
these qualitatively by the reasons given by respondents for the significance of
these demographics. (In terms of Greene et al. (1989), this study would be
categorised as ‘Complementarity’, corresponding to the ‘crystallisation’ of
Richardson and St. Pierre (2005). Just as different facets of a crystal give
different views of the interior, so quantitative and qualitative methods
provide complementary insights into the object of study. Following the
systems theory research sequence (Laszlo & Krippner 1998), we explored the
existence of discrete entities, striving for understanding of these factors in
order to integrate the perspectives thus gained into an understanding of the
whole. The authors, as members of staff, had extensive contact with students,
but were not directly responsible for assessments. We have each worked at
the medical school over a number of years and consider ourselves informed
interpreters (Eisner’s (1998) ‘connoisseurs’) of the qualitative information
that our respondents shared with us.

Quantitative

We documented the assessment marks of a complete first-year medical class
as a convenience sample, and followed them for the five years of their
programme. To enable direct comparisons to be made, we traced only those
students who progressed with the cohort; students who dropped out or failed
were not followed any further. We did not include all assessment marks in
the first three years, when material was assessed a second time at the end of
each semester. Thus, the marks analysed represent students’ first summative
assessments at each stage, whether theoretical or clinical. Marks were
analysed in terms of various demographic parameters available to us through
objective records. Data such as students’ attitudes, home backgrounds, etc.,
were not included due to reservations about the accuracy of these data in our
setting (Simkins & Paterson: 2005). The data gathered were:

Race’ (categorised according to the apartheid system: Black/ White/
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Indian/ Coloured)

First Language

Sex

Age in first year

Source of finance (self or family/scholarship or bursary/ NSFAS!
support)

Academic status (fresh out of school / higher education
experience/graduate)

High school (categorised by socioeconomic quintile?)

Successive test marks (six to eight per year over the five year
programme)

“‘Matric points’®

Data were uploaded into MS Excel® spreadsheets, collated into one
dataset, rendered anonymous by removal of identifying information, and
transferred to SPSS®. For the initial analysis we used the general linear
model (GLM), which is an all-embracing term that includes comparative tests
such as the t test, ANOVA and regression analysis (Field: 2009: 350), and
can include matrices representing sets of data to make multiple comparisons
(Trochim 2006). The relationships between demographic characteristics and

! The National Student Financial Aid Scheme of South Africa was
established by act of parliament in 1999 ‘to ensure that students, who have
the potential, but cannot afford to fund their own studies, will have access to
funding for tertiary education’. Available at:
(https://www.nsfas.org.za/web/view/students/student_home/student home).

2 An indication of the socioeconomic status of the community surrounding
the school — used by the government in calculating differential funding of
schools based on ‘income, unemployment rates and the level of education of
the  community’.  Available  at: (http://www.create-rpc.org/pdf_
documents/Policy_ Brief_7.pdf).

% For reasons of simplicity and transparency, the medical school grants
admission to prospective students (primarily according to a ‘race’-based
guota) secondarily on a point system based upon their school-leaving
examinations (with extra weight being allocated to mathematics, science and
biology marks).
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the students’ 32 test scores over the five years* were examined, the
programme taking assessment marks and subsets of a single characteristic for
each separate analysis.

The GLM examined individual characteristics for their relationships
to the students’ marks over the five years (e.g. variation between students
classified by ‘race’). A generalised estimating equation (GEE) was used to
analyse these characteristics collectively to assess their influence relative to
each other (e.g. ‘race’ and language and school...). The GEE procedure
allows repeated measurements to be analysed (e.g. student test marks on 32
occasions), and allows handling of clustered data (Hardin & Hilbe 2008). A
GEE is able to test whether one or more factors is an independent influence
on students’ results. Use of a GEE also confers the advantage of being able to
deal with multiple factors and multiple measurements over time, particularly
when the time itself is not of primary interest (Liang & Zeger 1986).

Qualitative

When the study cohort was in the third year, halfway through their
programme, and had experience of both preclinical and clinical phases, one
author (TS) interviewed 19 students purposively chosen to represent the
demographics of the class. Interviews were conducted in groups, or, on three
occasions, individually. To stimulate discussion, a series of graphs was
provided that depicted (past) students’ assessment performance portrayed
according to the demographic characteristics under study. Six lecturers,
chosen from pre-clinical and clinical sciences, and from the spread of race
groups represented at the medical school, were interviewed individually in a
semi-structured format, and were also asked to comment on the graphs. The
comments were recorded, transcribed, returned to the respondents for
ratification, and then rendered anonymous. Themes were grouped according
to the demographic characteristics studied.

Findings and Discussion
Of the 202 students in the first year class, 146 progressed to 5" year. The de-

* Students who failed a year and dropped back to join the next cohort were
not followed further and thus had fewer than 32 test marks analysed.
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scriptive statistics, graphical relationships, and results of the multifactorial
GEE analysis for the demographic factors explored are presented with the
respective respondents’ comments. The order of presentation is according to
the relative influence of each factor according to the GEE (i.e. combined)
analysis.

High School (5 — 11% Influence on Marks)

The high schools previously attended by 127 of the initial cohort of 202
students could be classified according to their quintiles. There were 9
students from quintile 1 (Q1) schools, 4 from Q2, 8 from Q3, 13 from Q4 and
93 from Q5. For the purpose of comparison, we added a ‘sixth quintile’,
comprising 21 students from independent (i.e. non-state) schools.

Figure 1 illustrates that students from Q1 high schools did
significantly (p < 0.001) worse than the rest, which were indistinguishable
from one another. Although the Q1 line approaches the others during 4™ year,
this is as a result of most of the Q1 students having failed and fallen out of
the cohort; the best of that group, who survived through to 4" year, failed that
year, hence the Q1 trace ends. Although the other five quintiles appear to
converge slightly between the beginning of 1% year and the end of 5" year,
attrition of weak students may have had a similar effect to that seen in Q1.
Having attended an independent (private) school (Q6) did not confer a
particular academic advantage, possibly because resources at such schools are
used for extracurricular activities as well as for directly academic pursuits.
Finally, although Q2 schools were not statistically distinct from Q3 to Q6
schools, the Q2 line on the graph tends to lie above the others (although there
were only four Q2 students and these four might simply have been
exceptional individuals).
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Figure 1 Aggregate Assessment Marks over Five Years According
to Students’ High School of Origin, Classified by Quintile.

X axis: Successive tests over five years (six tests per year except for
eight in year 4).
y axis: Average mark (percentage) for students in each group.

Commenting on the relative capacities of different kinds of school to
produce students with ability, one respondent said:

.. the [ex-]HoD? schools — I can talk for them — they are generally
the ones that are living in the townships. They don’t have the money;
they go into school and they are very high achievers in terms of
academia, because that’s the only thing that they have.

Dr Pillay11; 533-536°

® HoD: House of Delegates — the former legislative body for Indians.
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Dr Pillay also pointed out some of the social circumstances that might have a
bearing on schools in different areas.

... you have a lot of problems in townships, with lifestyle problems:
the drug addictions; you really work under very difficult conditions
in respect of peer pressure, etc., and I don’t think it’s the same for
rural schools, with this alcoholism, parenting that’s not there.
Although they may not have parents and they may be migrant
labourers, the fact that they’re rural: they still have some kind of
stability. [Mm] and safety.

Dr Pillay 11; 545-550

Dr Pillay’s observations refer to the wider issues of culture that
underlie the features of race and schooling. Zodwa, comparing two ends of
the state school spectrum — namely former ‘Model C’ schools that charge fees
to enable the hiring of extra teachers to reduce class size and increase the
number of subjects offered, and rural African schools suffering from a
presumed dearth of resources — saw the advantages of attending the former.

Children that are going to these [ex-] Model C schools and that do
form part of the black community — they have it easier, | guess, and
it’s not that much of motivation. You know you’ve got back-up; you
know you have your parents that are doing certain things for you.
And those who are in the rural schools, they really need — they would
take any chance to get out and do something with themselves so that
they can bring something home. And some of them are really
disadvantaged and the best way to — for them forward is to really
push hard — and work hard.

Zodwa 1; 626-632

Dr Hlubi observed that there is more to education and learning than
the type of school one attended. Despite being able to attend the same
schools, external circumstances might differ to such an extent as to confer
advantages on one group and disadvantages another group of learners.

The other problem here [i.e. at ex-Model C schools] is that — which
people have complained about, even in the media — is that students
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will be given assignments by the school, while they’re still at school,
before they even come to university. Now these [i.e. Whites and
Indians] will go home and look at the newspapers, look at the
internet and look in the library and do their assignments and be better
prepared. These ones [i.e. Blacks] will go back to the township,
although they are studying in a Model C school, which is a good
school, but they go back to the township; it’s not easy to get a
newspaper, no computers, no Internet therefore, and no libraries, so
these [B], it wouldn’t be so easy for these to prepare that assignment
than this one, therefore these [W, 1] will be better prepared for
university than these [B].

Dr Hlubi 13; 495-502

We assume that the government’s categorisation of schools into
socioeconomically-based quintiles provides an index of the quality and
guantity of the resources available to those schools. However, assigning a
particular school to a particular quintile does not automatically imply that the
school is equivalent to all other schools in that quintile; indeed, it has been
shown that some schools in straitened circumstances can deliver good quality
teaching while others in similar positions cannot (Christie et al. 2007;
Chutgar & Kanjee 2009). Numerous advantages and disadvantages of the
various types of schools were advanced by the respondents. A student from a
school perceived to be disadvantaged may excel in those adverse
circumstances, and continue to excel when allowed access to higher
education. This is likely to hold, whether the school is disadvantaged in terms
of its location (rural) or in terms of its community’s socioeconomic status
(Q2). The local and international literature affirms that the quality of a school
is reflected by the quality of achievement of its students, and that these
effects may be long-lasting. What is surprising in this study is the magnitude
of the effects (~ 11%).

In the GEE comparative analysis, the high school that a student
attended appeared as the greatest influence on test marks. When considered in
isolation, Q1 students can be distinguished from all the others, but in the GEE
analysis all quintiles were highly significant influences (Q2 however still
showing the largest effect). It is disconcerting that, so many years after the
stratification of schools on a racial basis came to an end and resource
allocation was instituted on a more equitable basis, the effect of having
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attended a particular school is seen to loom over its past pupils for up to five
years (Figure 1). While the literature supports the importance of schools as an
influence, its duration appears not to have been previously documented.

Higher Education Experience (-8 — +8% Influence on Marks)
Of the 202 students in the initial cohort, 166 had come directly from high
school, 19 had had a year or more of higher education, 10 had previously
completed other degrees, and 7 were repeating the year. The marks of these
four groups in successive tests are depicted in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Assessment Results over Five Years According to Student Status
in 1* Year.

School-L = school-leavers

Repeat = students repeating 1% year

HE Study = those who had already commenced some higher
study
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Degree = those who had previously completed a degree
Axes: as above

Analysis confirmed that students’ previous academic status made a
significant impact (p = 0.002) on their test marks. Because of small numbers
in some of the groups, post-hoc tests could not be performed to determine
exactly what the differences were between the groups. It can be seen that
those seven students who were repeating 1% year continued to perform
poorly. The exception was the test at the end of Theme 1.5. The greater
clinical relevance of that Theme (Reproductive Health) might have helped
these weak students. However, when they encountered new content in 2™ and
39 year, their marks progressively deteriorated. The apparent improvement in
the later years can be ascribed to students falling out of the cohort; only one
survived to 5" year (but failed two assessments in that year).

Students directly from high school progressed adequately over the
years, and both those with a year or more of previous exposure to higher-
level study, and those who had previously completed degrees, excelled. A
general pattern of dips at tests 2.1, 2.4 and 3.2 can be seen (see also Figure 3
— assessment averages). Although the gap between school-leavers and those
with prior higher experience narrowed over the course of the programme,
degreed students tended to maintain an advantage throughout.

Those students with limited higher experience tended in most tests to
perform slightly better than did the school-leavers. This contradicts the view
previously expressed, that students who were ‘not good enough’ to be
selected for medicine on the basis of their school-leaving exams had found a
‘back door’ into medical school. These students, accepted by transfer from
other degree programmes, established by their results that they did in fact
have the capacity to cope with medical studies.

Comments on the relative achievements of the four groups of students
reflected the expectation that students with some prior higher experience
would perform much better.

I always have just thought that they would be the upper notch. Even
during exam stress time, those that we do stay with around close,
they are our friends — they have it all planned out. We’re like ‘OK,
I’'m still struggling’.

Zodwa 1; 519-52
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I was expecting that the mature students would do better, because
they are familiar with tertiary learning...
Dr Hlubi 13; 408-409

Those, like Lungi, who came to medical school with a prior degree,
viewed students coming directly from school as being too young and
inexperienced.

I think for, like the students that are coming from high school, it
might have been a bit of a shock for them, and a bit of, like
‘Wow — what’s going on?’ because for them, I remember in high
school, we used to sit down from 8 to 6, get lectures, and the
teacher would be there to solve the solutions and go through
everything with you, and you study whatever’s in the class.
There’s no — if you do a little extra work — the cum laude
questions type of thing. So for them | think it might have been a
bit of a difficult thing because you also have to remember it’s not
just about studying; it’s about the, the mental maturity of the
person.

Lungi 3; 37-43

There was a sense that students repeating 1% year were destined to struggle
academically.

The repeats struggle is because they were isolated, or lost souls or —?
Dr Pillay 11; 438-439

In terms of those that are repeats, this is in keeping with what one
observed in practice. [Mm] these repeat students tended to do very
badly when they came to the clinical years and it’s this group of
students that there were a lot of failures and repeats, and even their
performance was very poor.

Dr Hlubi 13; 401-404

Given that respondents were commenting on a (previous) graph that
showed little distinction between school-leavers and mature students, the
paucity of explanations for the latter’s greater success in medical studies is
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understandable. Our judgement, nevertheless, is that the various explanations
advanced could well be valid for the groups of students referred to in this
section. Apart from being intuitively believable, they agree with the evidence
from the literature. Students’ higher education background was the second
most influential parameter in the GEE model. Having already completed a
degree or having spent any time previously in higher education conferred an
advantage — a completed degree having the greater impact. Not surprisingly,
repeating 1% year (although this entailed previous — and highly pertinent —
higher education experience) had a negative effect compared to entering
directly from high school.

Sequence of Tests (2 — 3% Difference to Marks)

Of the 202 students who began 1% year medical studies together, the 146 who
completed the five-year programme scored an average of 62.2% over the 32
assessments. This mark varied from test to test (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Class Average Assessment Marks over Five Years.
Axes as before.
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Over the five years, a difference of almost 20% was evident between
the lowest (2.4) and the highest (4.4) class average. Theme 2.4 (‘Body in
motion’) is recognised to be a difficult Theme, as are the others with
relatively low marks: 2.1 (‘Cardiorespiratory’) and 3.2 (‘Cell dysfunction’),
all of which contain content and concepts that students tend to find difficult.
Those who teach Block 4.4 (Forensic Medicine) put a great deal of thought
and effort into teaching their subject.

As seen in the graph, compared to 1% year (year average: 64.0%)
students’ marks were poorer in 2™ year (year average: 61.1%). They
improved again in 3™ year (year average: 61.6%), continued to do so in 4"
year (65.1%), and maintained that level in 5 year (66.0%). This decline in
2" year — particularly in light of the relatively small contribution of ‘matric
points’ as a factor (see the following section) — suggests that the transition
from high school to university may have been less momentous from 1%t to 2"
year. The failure rates in the five years (based on end-of-Theme test results
combined with end-of-semester exam results) reinforce this perception: there
were 7 failures in 1% year (plus 2 who left for other reasons), 9 (plus 1) in 2™
year, 23 (plus 1) in 3" year, 13 in 4" year and 2 in 5" year. Of the student
interviewees, only Krish and Marcus remarked (without comment) on the fact
that the 2" year marks were lower than those of 1% year, but offered no
explanation for this. Drs Pillay and Hlubi speculated that there might have
been difficulties with particular Themes, while Dr Patel focused on the fact
that the marks generally increased again after 2™ year, implying that the
students took two years to become accustomed to the programme.

Then you can look at what the Theme was and what could be the
problem if there was a difference.
Dr Pillay 11; 353-354

I can only postulate as they went into 2nd year they were more —
there was more information they needed to put in, together with the
prior knowledge that they had been getting, and also possibly with
the confusion — when you learn about the cardiovascular system here
and you think you’ve mastered it and then someone comes with the
urogenital system and confuses you further and says the control of
the blood pressure also has to do with the kidney and other things —
could be; it’s just a postulation. Dr Hlubi 13; 370-375
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OK, so we reckon that this thing goes up from 2nd year because the
students are more au fait with what’s going on and the mechanisms
of assessment and so on.

Dr Patel 12; 870-1

The sequence of Theme tests over the five years studied was revealed by the
GEE to be the third most weighty factor. The slight upward trend with time
implies that the increasing age of the students over that period, which the
literature associates with improving assessment marks, may be a factor here;
it may reflect students’ increasing cognitive skills. The variation between
Theme test marks raises the question of whether Themes’ content and/or the
assessment thereof were appropriately aligned; a matter of the difficulty in
standardising the level of difficulty of successive Themes’ tests.

‘Matric Points’ (1% Difference to Marks)

The 187 students who wrote a South African school-leaving examination had
a median matric point score of 44.5, with a range of 25 — 50. We have
compared those above and below the median score to illustrate the influence
of that parameter (Figure 4).
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Figure 4: Assessment Results over Five Years According to Matric Point
Score

High MP = Upper half of class
Low MP = Lower half of class
Axes as before

The GLM comparison showed a highly significant (p < 0.001) difference
between these two subgroups, but since the matric point scores were highly
skewed toward the upper end of the range, the validity of a direct comparison
on this basis is questionable. The actual effect of a student’s matric point
score in the GEE comparison was in any case small compared to other
parameters. It remains a truism that past academic achievement predicts
future academic achievement (Ferguson et al. 2002); however, once in the
post-matric academic world, school achievements are evidently of less
importance. (Respondents were not asked to comment on this relationship,
since we did not have a graphical representation of this parameter from the
previous study.)
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Combined Comparisons

In contrast to the four factors described above, in the GEE comparison, the
influence of the other five demographic parameters studied (Race, Sex,
Finance, Age, Language) disappeared when all nine were combined.
Significant differences were seen between ‘race’ groups when those groups
alone were analysed using the GLM. We find it remarkable that in a cohort of
students displaying a range of diversity in each of the five factors mentioned
above, none of the factors was seen, by GEE analysis, to exert a significant
effect in comparison to the rest. We do not contend that race, language, sex,
age and financial status are not substantial, and are sometimes crippling,
concerns for learners, nor that vigorous efforts to address these issues are
fruitless. The end result of our analysis, however, is that these factors do not
appear in the aggregate to have influenced students’ academic performance as
measured in the tests we examined. We argue that the GEE, by combining
factors, better reflects the dynamics in reality than does the isolated
examination of single factors.

Conclusion

The study we report on explored in greater depth, at a higher educational
level, with a different methodology, and across a larger number of influences
known to bear on learners’ academic performance, than previous studies.
Although such performance and its assessment may be thought of as a purely
cognitive construct, in fact most factors found to exert an influence were, in
this and other published studies, non-cognitive.

Our use of mixed methods and two layers of statistical analysis has
allowed us to delineate which of the factors examined appeared to be of
overall significance in the system related to student achievement in
assessments, and to understand why that might be so. We do not suggest that
sophisticated statistical manoeuvres negate the considerable understanding
that qualitative methods bring to light on research topics. We do, however,
suggest that gathering as many types of data as are available and combining
them may yield significantly greater insights, since synthesis may construct a
more meaningful picture than analysis of its components.

This study shows some congruence and some surprising contrasts
with the literature. The type of high school attended, learners’ previous
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higher education experience, the sequence of tests through the years, and
school-leaving exam results, were independently significant factors when
combined with the other factors available to us. With the unexpected
exception of the test marks, the other three factors agree with findings in
other contexts. On the other hand, ‘race’, language, age, sex, and financial
assistance become inconsequential when combined in one comparison,
despite some of these other factors showing significant effects when
considered on their own and despite respondents’ and other researchers’
perceptions of their importance. It is intriguing that, amongst demographic
variables that have been shown to be influential in various settings, so many
turned out not to be independently influential on the performance of this
select group of higher-level students. Essack et al. (2012) concluded that,
amongst students studying other health sciences at UKZN, race, English as
second language (as proxy measure for disadvantage), and matric points (as
proxy measure for admission via alternate access) were all significant factors.
These arose in a study related to the institution’s quality of teaching, and
were discerned in patterns of class results. Our study, while not negating
these findings, challenges the validity of isolated factor analysis.

As systems theory suggests, we found that various elements of our
construct of influential factors were interdependent. We have described the
context — at the medical school in question, and in the world of education
broadly — of our study. In this analysis, the constituent parts of significance
are fourfold. Students’ previous high schools — with the understanding that
even within quintiles there may be geographical differences, with their own
sociological differences in communities and individual families — may
provide an escape from the poverty trap, and thus a motivation to succeed in
adverse circumstances, as described by Zodwa. However, in general, their
high school exerts a large and long-lasting influence over most students. A
prior degree, or even incomplete higher education experience, provided that
the experience is successful, conveys a sense of familiarity and calm maturity
compared to the ferment of the new matriculant. The wide variation in class
marks over successive assessments was unanticipated; this is not a student
characteristic, but an attribute of the teaching and assessment process.
Whether it relates to student engagement with the course content, or to
inability to standardise assessment instruments, is unclear. Students’ matric
point scores, as indicators of their performance at higher education level, are
an unsurprising factor; what is remarkable is the meagre contribution that this
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factor makes.

The final step in systems theory is to embed the understanding we
have gained functionally within the whole. This, we suggest, rests with
alerting us as staff members to the fact that students from certain types of
schools may require additional assistance to progress through higher
education. Since a prior degree evidently confers a number of benefits, there
may be an argument for a ‘pre-med’ degree, as required in other parts of the
world. Attention to the standard, type, and difficulty of questions is likely to
smooth the irregular path of assessment. Finally, the significance of students’
matric point scores, which may reflect innate academic ability and prior
educational experience, cautions, in this medical school at least, against
broadening admission criteria by reducing the level at which students are
accepted.

The questions that arise from the present study relate to both the
theory and practice of this kind of educational research. What is one to make
of the wealth of studies of individual factors that show meaningful
distinctions between groups of learners when categorised according to one
factor alone, when, in comparison with further factors, some appear to
overshadow others? Do what appear to be contradictory findings throw into
question the trustworthiness of one’s data? Should one be wary of applying to
an institution’s selection criteria, or the pedagogic practice of its staff,
findings derived from a particular approach? Should policy based on such
tendentious topics as ‘transformation’, ‘disadvantage’ or ‘redress’ await the
outcome of large multifactorial studies? Certainly, this study, conducted in
one faculty of one institution at one level of education, could usefully be
repeated in other faculties, institutions and levels. We concede that our use of
such demographic characteristics as are recorded by UKZN was strategic and
that the difficulty of gathering reliable data on, for example, learners’ home
backgrounds is well known (Coleman: 1966; Simkins & Paterson 2005).
Nonetheless, we believe that similar studies are feasible. In practical terms,
repeating a longitudinal trace of assessment results to ascertain whether the
pattern revealed in this study is constant, could and should be undertaken.
This study specifically excluded the subsequent assessment scores of those
who dropped out of the cohort. While a study of factors relating to failure
rather than success would be unlikely to yield sufficient numbers for
statistical analysis, qualitative investigation could garner important
information. As we noted when introducing Fraser and Killian’s and Ngidi’s
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studies, the factors that affect failure may not merely be the converse of those
that contribute to success.

This study suggests avenues for further exploration and raises our
awareness of influences on teaching and learning in higher education. It adds
to our current understanding of the multiple interactions around that
conceptual system, and that the whole is indeed greater than the mere sum of
its separate parts.
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The Habitus and Social Capital of First-Year
Students: A Case Study

Subethra Pather
Rajendra Chetty

Abstract

This paper describes a first-year student’s experience at a South African
university of technology by exploring how his habitus and social capital
influenced his social and academic integration into higher education. This
student was part of a group of eight participants whose first-year experience
and academic performance were investigated through a series of in-depth
one-on-one and focus group interviews. In order to obtain information that
captures the student’s habitus and social capital and explore its influence on
the way the student negotiates his interaction in the first year of study, we
focused on the following themes: family life, transition to university and
experiences on campus. The study provides an analysis of one student’s
negotiation of the academic and social systems at university and the role that
habitus and social capital play in the way he experiences university life and
performs academically. The paper attempts to contribute to research in this
area by using a conceptual framework that foregrounds a deep understanding
of pre-entry academic and non-academic factors influencing the first-year
experience and academic performance, specifically of disadvantaged
students.

Keywords: first year students’ experiences, academic integration, academic
performance, transition to university, habitus and social capital

Introduction
The widening and increased participation in South Africa’s higher education
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since the advent of democracy in 1994 has resulted in a diverse intake of
students, many from disadvantaged backgrounds with limited educational
experiences (CHE report 2013). Accordingly, students’ needs and expecta-
tions have become less homogenous while university resources have remain-
ed unchanged. Research has revealed that the first year of study has been
identified as a year in which the highest number of academic failure and
attrition occurs (Mclnnis 2001; Pascarella & Terenzini 2005). This has
resulted in the first-year experience becoming a focus of national and interna-
tional concern among higher education institutions (e.g. CHE report, 2013).

Much of the literature pertaining to first-year experience focused on
student retention, attrition, academic success, student engagement and
academic performance (Tinto & Astin 1993; Bean 1990; Pascarella &
Terenzini 1991; Terenzini & Reason 2005; Berger & Milem 2000). These
writings contribute mainly to the understanding of students’ involvement in
academic and social systems at higher education institutions (Reason, 2009)
and do not explicitly incorporate or emphasise the role and/or effects that
students’ habitus and social capital (Bourdieu 1984; 1990) play in the way
they experience university life and perform academically.

In addition Wilcox, Win & Fyvie-Gauld (2005) note that many
studies on first-year experience that employ Tinto’s concept of social and
academic integration rarely discuss the concept of integration in detail and
the studies also lack an analysis of how such social and academic integration
takes place. Harvey, Drew & Smith (2006) concur that although there has
been a large amount of data collected on the students’ first-year experience at
the institutional level, relatively little has been reported with a view to
explicitly exploring the students’ personal experiences in their first year of
study. In South Africa, there has been limited research on university
students’ first-year experience. For example, in the majority of studies that
we reviewed, the ambit of the research focused on questions as they related to
the intra-university environment i.e. academic performance, student learning,
student support and student retention amongst others. After reviewing
international studies like those of Dumais & Ward (2010), Lane & Taber
(2012) and Gaddis (2013), we notice a shift in focus toward the role played
by social class, capital and habitus on educational experiences and academic
success. Hence, we suggest that the extra-university environment of the
student should not be ignored especially, when investigating the first-year
experience in South Africa.
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Given the context in which higher education institutions in South
Africa has rapidly increased its student complexity, we believe that there is a
growing urgency for a critical exploration and understanding of students’
first-year university experience through the voice of students. This paper thus
aims to address this gap by identifying and exploring the influences of social
capital and habitus of an individual student on first-year experience and
academic performance. The understanding of this phenomenon is pivotal to
the increase in the diversity of the higher education student body that has
added complexity to the nature of the students’ first-year experience. This
paper makes use of Tinto’s (1975; 1993) student integration model together
with Bourdieu’s (1984) theoretical tools: capital, habitus and field to provide
a deeper understanding of first-year students entering higher education.

Given the new racial and class configurations in South Africa’s higher
education institutions, gaining knowledge on students’ pre-entry attributes
become particularly important to understanding and interpreting their first-
year experience and academic success Although the intention of this article is
to provide an analysis of one student’s negotiation of the academic and social
systems at university and the role that habitus and social capital play in the
way he experiences first year at university, all eight participants’ data was
analysed to provide the themes in this paper. In addition it also provided an
important contextual understanding of where these students are coming from
and what habitus and social capital they bring with them into higher
education.

Objectives
This study focused on providing answers to the following research questions:

Who are our first-year students?

How does the habitus and social capital of first year students
influence their first-year experience?

To what extent does habitus and social capital (that students report
on) influence their social and academic interaction in their first-year
of study?
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Theoretical Framework of the Study

Tinto’s (1975; 1993) model features three very distinctive stages in the
process of student departure. In the first stage Tinto states that students enter
university with varying background characteristics (e.g. family background,;
parental educational level); individual attributes (e.g. age, sex, race, ability)
and prior academic experience (e.g. schooling experience, grades). He
regards the first stage of his model as a period of separation where the
students’ pre-entry characteristics have a direct influence on: drop out; initial
commitment to the institution; and initial goal of persistence. The second
stage in his model is the identifiable integration process. In this stage the
students’ level of integration into the academic and social systems of higher
education will be influenced by their initial level of commitment to the
institution and the commitment to the goal of graduation at the institution.
The third and final stage of Tinto’s model of integration entails structural and
normative integration. Structural integration refers to the explicit standards
required by the university (duties, responsibilities, procedures) while
normative integration, in contrast, refers to norms and expectations of the
students’ identification of normative structures of the academic system that
are not officially stated (Tinto 1975).

Tinto further explains that students’ level of academic and social
integration into their university communities is determined by their level of
commitment to their own goals and those of the institution which in turn
influence their decision to remain or leave the institution. Tinto’s model
asserts that students who engage in formal and informal academic and social
integration are less likely to drop out. In addition, the integrative and positive
experiences reformulate the students’ goals and commitment thus reinforcing
commitment (Harvey, Drew & Smith, 2006).The process of social and
academic integration refers to the extent of congruency (matching) between
the individual student and the social and academic system of the university.
This implies that the greater the level of social integration (e.g. student
interaction with his or her social environment, including peers, faculty and
administrative staff), the greater the level of subsequent commitment to the
university.

However, Tinto’s theory focused heavily on traditional, White young
American first-year students in private residential institutions. Consequently
this has led to his model being criticised for the following: being too
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homogeneous (Brunsden et al. 2000; Attinasi 1989; Pascarella & Terenzini
1983); its inability to explain racial minority student retention (Stage &
Anaya 1996; Tierney 1992; Rendén, Jalomo & Nora 2000); studying the
attrition of older students (Bean & Metzner 1985) and neglecting the
‘widened community’ of students that was a result of increased access
(Rhodes & Nevill 2004).

A complementary approach to Tinto’s model draws on Bourdieu’s
(1984, 1990) theoretical tools i.e. cultural capital, field and habitus, that he
termed his three ‘thinking tools’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1989: 50). Bourdieu
uses these three concepts to explain how the environment in which people are
raised and their conditions of cultural and material existence, shape their
attitudes, their means of interpreting the world and their capacity to engage
with academic discourse (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977). Bourdieu’s theoretical
tools are thus predominantly geared to understanding the social world. This
according to Maton (2008) is not simply the result of one’s habitus, but rather
of relations between one’s habitus and one’s current circumstances. For
Bourdieu, habitus, capital and field are unavoidably interrelated, both
conceptually and empirically (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992: 96-97). To talk of
habitus without field and to claim to analyse ‘habitus’ without analysing
‘field’ are thus extracting habitus from the very context which gives it
meaning and in which it operates (Maton 2008).

In examining Bourdieu’s conceptual tools, Warde (2004) notes, that
the concept of field although central and essential to the theoretical
foundation of the analysis, does not play a substantive role as habitus and
cultural capital, that accomplishes all the interpretive work. Bourdieu
describes field as a socially structured space in which individuals play out
their engagements with each other. Warde (2004) adds to this description by
conceptualising a field as a relatively autonomous structured space, which
has been socially instituted, thus having a definable, but contingent history of
development. In most of Bourdieu’s (1984) works he frequently employs the
analogy of a game when conveying the sense of activity/ies within a field.

Bourdieu defines capital as any resource that holds symbolic value
within a field and therefore acts as a currency that actors take with them to
the field. He adds that in order to ‘play the game’ in the field, individuals
need to have some existing stock i.e. capital that is relevant to the new field
(1984: 446). He identifies the following three types of capital: economic,
cultural and social capital. Economic capital is regarded as ‘immediately and
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directly convertible into money’ (1986:245); cultural capital refers mainly to
the products of education, whether these are visible in individuals (accent,
vocabulary, behaviour, etc.), connected to objects like qualifications, or
connected to institutions, like schools and universities (Bourdieu 1986; James
2011); and social capital as an individual’s social connections or networks of
lasting relations that have been established and continue to expand (Bourdieu
1986; Grenfell & James 1998). The concept of the field is closely linked to
that of capital - capital does not exist and function, except in relation to a
field (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992: 101). Therefore, within a field,
individuals hold unequal positions and experience unequal trajectories based
upon the volume and composition of their portfolio of capital (Wacquant
1998).

Habitus appears to be a difficult concept to grasp, yet it is central to
Bourdieu’s’ distinctive sociological approach, ‘field’ theory, and philosophy
of practice. It is also crucial to his originality and contribution to the field of
social science (Maton 2008). Habitus can be described as a set of values,
practices and norms which people assimilate as part of who they are and how
they operate. It represents how individuals make use of their past and present
experiences to address a current situation. Bourdieu explains habitus as:
‘systems of lasting, transposable dispositions which, integrating past
experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions,
appreciations, and actions’ (1971: 83). Formally, he defines habitus as a
property of actors (whether individuals, groups or institutions) that comprises
a ‘structured and structuring structure’ (Bourdieu 1994: 170). It is
‘structured” by one’s past and present circumstances, such as family
upbringing and educational experiences. One’s habitus helps to shape one’s
present and future practices. It is a ‘structure’ in that it is systematically
ordered rather than random or haphazard. This ‘structure’ comprises a system
of dispositions which generate perceptions, appreciations and practices
(Bourdieu 1990: 53).

Bourdieu’s conceptual tools were used to explore differential higher
education experiences by gender, race and class of the varying student
population, i.e.: minority students (Ovink & Veazey 2011); black students
(Jones 2001); first-generation/non-traditional students (Watson et al. 2009);
low-income/working-class students (Reay, Crozier & Clayton, 2010) and
both genders (Dumais 2002). Many studies focused specifically on Bour-
dieu’s concept of habitus to explain, interpret and understand habitus in
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varying educational settings, i.e. institutional habitus; individual and collec-
tive student habitus; and habitus of academic staff (Kloot 2009; Jawitz, 2009;
Reay 2004). Cultural capital was also a tool that was often highlighted to
explore its influence on student behaviour and experiences (Ball et al. 2002).

Although Bourdieu’s concepts have been applied and reviewed in
many empirical studies (Reay et al. 2007), there have also been several
researchers that criticised his concepts (Kingston 2001; Sullivan 2002; Reay
2004). Much of the criticism points to the vagueness of habitus and cultural
capital. Kingston (2001) maintains that a lack of a more explicit description
of, for example, Bourdieu’s cultural capital concept has resulted in a wide
variety of variables being used to study this concept. To add to the vagueness,
Bourdieu in his own work identifies the following as elements of cultural
capital: educational credentials, linguistic capabilities, and school systems.
Cultural capital is inculcated in high-class homes and thus enables high-class
students to gain higher educational credentials than other students (Bourdieu
1973). Sullivan (2002) criticised Bourdieu for not being precise enough about
exactly which of the resources associated with high-class homes contribute to
cultural capital and how these resources are converted into educational
credentials. However, Bourdieu admits that his cultural capital concept is not
as precise in definition as economic capital and points out that cultural capital
must be fluid to be reflective of the society which is being studied. Sullivan
(2002) acknowledges that the concept of cultural capital, although not
constructed concisely by Bourdieu, is substantive enough to be potentially
useful to empirical researchers.

Methodology

This study is designed within the qualitative research paradigm and uses the
case study approach as the main research strategy. According to Harrison
(2002), a case study is more aptly described as a strategy than a method as it
sets out to address the understanding of a phenomenon within its operating
context. This study can be classified as an instrumental single-case design
(Stake 1995). A defining characteristic of this case study was its intensive
investigation of a single unit (Yin 2008) and that its primary concern was
with particularistic, descriptive and heuristic analysis of a single unit within a
bounded system (Merriam 2009). Thus this study was principally focused on
students’ first-year experience at a higher education institution as its
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situation. It was bounded by a particular group of students i.e. first- year
teacher education students and the bounded time period was for one academic
year i.e. only their first year of study.

Qualitative evidence was collected from eight first-year B Ed
Foundation Phase! (FP) students using semi-structured one-on-one interviews
at the commencement of the academic year and towards the end of the
academic year a focus group interview was conducted with the same
participants. The one-on-one interviews and the focus group interview were
recorded and transcribed. The participants’ were selected purposefully as
such a technique is strategic and entails an attempt to establish a good
correspondence between the research focus and the sampling (Bryman 2008).
The participants selected for the study reflected the gender and racial balance
of the B Ed FP first-year cohort of 2012 of the case study (the intake of male
students in the Foundation Phase programme is extremely low). The purpose
was to ensure that the conclusions adequately represent the range of variation.
In order to obtain information that captures the student’s habitus, capital and
field and explore its influence on the way the student negotiates his or her
interactions in the first year of study, we opted for focusing on themes when
interviewing the participants. Students were asked to discuss the following:
their family life; schooling experience; their expectations of university;
friendships and their experiences on campus.

The eight interviews provided insight into how certain pre-entry
factors pertaining to them influenced their first-year university experience.
Some of the phenomena influenced by the student’s habitus and social capital
were emerging as strong themes. Given the nature of this type of construct it
needed further investigation and thus further investigation was conducted via
a single in-depth case study with one of the participants and described in this
paper. According to Nock, Michel & Photos, data collected from one
individual in a case study is detailed, qualitative, anecdotal and has a strong
focus on the unique aspects of the case, thus allowing the researcher to note
complexities arising from the distinctive history and influences specific to
that individual (2007: 338) We purposefully selected Thabo’s (pseudonym)
story for this paper as he was one of the two male students in the FP
programme that was eager to share his story, expectations and experiences
with us.

! Teacher education students specialised to teach Grade R to Grade 3.
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The analysis of data relied mainly on the thematic approach. According
to Braun & Clarke, thematic analysis is a qualitative analytic method for
identifying, analysing and reporting patterns or themes within data (2006:
72). Thus for this study to be fully engaged with and immersed in the corpus
of data, thematic analysis provided the most effective means to organise and
describe how participants made meaning of their first-year experience in rich
detail. For example the student’s perceptions, attitudes, understanding,
knowledge, values, feelings and experiences were analysed in an attempt to
approximate their reality. The theoretical lens used to analyse and interpret
the data was guided by Bourdieu’s conceptual tools of habitus, field and
capital and Tinto’s student integration model. The theoretical lens brought
about a deeper understanding of the factors influencing the student’s first-
year experience.

Discussion

In order to discuss how social capital and habitus influence the participant’s
first-year experience we focused on the participant’s knowledge about
university life. Having a demonstrable knowledge of the participant’s
university experience together with a clear understanding of his social capital
and habitus is significantly associated with his ability to academically and
socially integrate into his new environment. In this study social capital
comprises social connections that shape the student’s expectations and
behaviour and also assists the student in gaining information on university
life. Habitus in this study refers to how a student uses his/her past and
present experiences to attend to the current situation. These experiences
influence a student’s expectations of university and also his perceptions of
reality. In this regard if a student’s habitus is closely matched with the
institutional habitus, a student would be more likely to successfully integrate
academically and socially into his/her new environment which consequently
will have a positive response to his/her first-year university experience and
academic performance.

Who is Thabo?
Thabo is a 24 year old male African student from the Eastern Cape. He was
raised by his mother who was a domestic worker. His father died when he
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was very young of whom has no recollection. His mother took care of him
and his older sister. In 1998 when Thabo was eleven years old his mother
died of HIV/Aids and Thabo and his sister went to live with their aunts. As
young children they did not have a stable place to call home and moved
around between their three aunts and grandmother in the Eastern Cape:

Our aunts took over took care of us. We had three aunts, my sister
was with a much older one, my big aunt and me | was with the little
one, we were brought up and then so | came to Cape Town and |
came back to Eastern Cape 2008 and then | had to move from my
aunts place to my er to my er grandmother's place. So both of us
moved back, because we were older, Oh ja, so ja we were brought,
because they wanted us to be old to be responsible and all of that
blah, blah. So ja | also had to find a way to work to earn money

Thabo attended a small public rural school and regards his school
experience as fun. He had many friends and felt school was not stressful as he
had the freedom to do as he pleased. He saw school as a taken-for-granted
experience and not as a stepping stone to university. Thabo and his friends
never spoke about going to university. Every day after school Thabo helped
out at home by taking care of all his younger cousins and assisted them with
their homework:

When Thabo turned 18 he felt obliged to help out financially and
moved to Cape Town to look for a job:

Uhm | first came here in Cape Town in 2007, | passed my matric in
2006, in 2007 | came down here and then | worked as a truck
assistant. | started working there and then | applied to do a computer
course; | wanted to do data-capturing. So while I was also doing
that, | was also working, so | was doing part-time there and then uhm
I did get a job in data-capturing just before I got retrenched.

Thabo had no intention of going to university as his first priority was to
financially support his family:

I'm supporting my sister only when it comes to eating and clothing. |
send her money every month. R700 sometimes, sometimes R600,
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sometimes R300, depending on the money that | have and but a ja the
family my aunt is working, my aunt's husband was working, but is not
working any more so I would say at home I'm more of a
breadwinner, that’s why I don't have enough money to pay for my
fees, | would've loved to do that.

For Thabo university was not an automatic or taken-for-granted decision. It
was only after he was retrenched that he decided to study. His intention to go
to university was based on getting a secure job with a good salary so that he
could provide a better life for his daughter and family. Thabo’s young
daughter lives in the Eastern Cape and he feels he needs to provide for her
and save for her education. Thabo struggled with the decision to enrol as a
full-time student at university. He felt guilty about going to study as he
sensed there was an unspoken expectation from his family that he take
responsibility for his family’s financial circumstances:

Uhm because | grew up there, | think there is that expectation, even
though they are not saying that to me, | think there are those
expectations. And I try my best to move away from those thoughts,
because they gonna disturb me, in terms of my studies, because I
would want to er impress them financially to give them money every
month. | try my best to look at my sister and my sister's child and my
child as well my aunts and so and so... ...

Thabo thus opted to work part-time as a security guard so that he
could still send some money home to his family. Thabo is a first generation
university student and his intention is to make his family proud of his
achievement and also to be an inspiration to other young children from his
home town or who experience similar circumstances:

I would be taking my family and putting it into the map as well.
People will know that there's a person coming from that background,
he has made it that far, so that even for those ones coming up to see
whatever challenges they are facing, someone made it and they can
too.
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Transition to University

Thabo has limited resources that restricted his entrance to university which
were mainly his social and economic capital and his habitus. Thabo’s
learning about university was through his interaction with people outside his
home, community and school and using social media. His work experience
had exposed him to many possibilities, especially with regard to tertiary
education. His social connections/network were limited and thus his choice
of institution and course did not receive great consideration. In fact it was
Thabo’s aunt who had suggested he take up teaching as a profession:

Uhm this teaching thing, my aunt was the one who said | should go for
it and do teaching, not that I didn’t think of it. I did think of it, but she
saw the hands | was like the way | was interacting with the children
with her children as well.... she wanted some help with their
homework, my aunt is 56 years, she is much older and can’t help them
with homework. So she saw the treatment | was giving the kids and all
of that....

For Thabo, teaching was not his first choice but it is something that can
assist him to achieve his dream:

So I would say that as I set my dreams to be a psychologist and I'm
not giving up on that.

However, with regard to Thabo’s perception of family support, he had
mixed emotions. He was very happy that he had the emotional support from
his family and that his aunts encouraged him to further his studies even
though they did not have the money to pay for his tertiary education. He also
felt disappointed that he could not get any financial support from them:

If I had a family support ja, maybe financially or whatever.... I would
have done better in maybe some other stuff, but that's not an
excuse... er but I do have a sister, who's supportive, my aunt's sister,
my aunts child, who | say is a sister who played a part in saying that
this is good for me. She motivates me and says, so keep on doing it,
she asks me to keep her updated, she wants to know what's been
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happening at the campus and stuff like that so I call her I took her as
family.

Thabo struggles financially and tries very hard to balance his
academic work and provide for himself and his family. He applied for a
student loan and hopes he will be successful as he finds it very difficult to be
a full-time student and work night shift as a security guard. He says it does
not really affect his concentration as he occasionally tries to get a quick nap
at work:

Eeeh Because | have these responsibilities at home, | asked the
NSFSAS to help me and er the financial Aid so ja | got help from
them, so ja they are the ones paying my studies. It’s more of a student
loan, because we have to pay back after you done and you start
working yes. So ja I'm working and studying again, it’s been quite a
ride, not an easy one, it’s quite daunting at times when you sleep on
the weekends, you passed out. ja because it’s been like yor the week,
nearly to end

University Experiences

This section is discussed under two themes: social integration and academic
integration. It is evident from the data that much of Thabo’s experiences at
university were influenced by his habitus and social capital which had an
impact on his level of social and academic integration in his first year of
study

Social Integration

Thabo’s social integration was influenced by the following challenges:
financial; part-time job; culture; being an older student; and motivation to
succeed.

He found it difficult to integrate with students from other race groups
as he attended a school with African students only. However, he remembers
that in his university class they did discuss interacting with students of other
races and realised that regardless of race, they were all the same - all studying
to become teachers, but they still found socialising difficult:
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Sometimes when you are in a serious conversation with a diverse
group of students, you would find that you feel like an outsider.
Honestly speaking I do feel like an outsider at times that’s my honest
opinion. You know for example, you all are talking then you are left
out of the conversation then you feel alone then you would like ask
something just to get in the conversation again so it’s kind of like ja
there’s like that thing.... he's Black or maybe, maybe its because of 1
don'tknow | wouldn’t say it stupid it is, the way to go about it, but
Jja it’s difficult...

Although Thabo feels a little uncomfortable in having a conversation
with peers from other racial groups, he is very eager to learn more about them
in his class. He feels doing group work is one way of learning about other
race groups, although he feels the tension from his African peers:

When it comes to group work | think students would like to be in a
comfort zone. So they want to be with people who understand them,
that’s what I noticed. Eh for instance we were doing a presentation
about a Religion. | found that | wanted to be in another group. I
wanted to be more exposed into other peoples like culture and the
way they think and get challenged in terms of my English and all of
that but then my friends wanted me to go with them. So sometimes
it’s not right to eh separate yourself to exclude ourself from that
because at the end of the day we are all students we came here to
learn.

Most of Thabo’s social connections have been formed to assist him
with his studies. He has a few peers from his class whom he regards as
friends, but most of their conversations are related to their academic work.

Well I wouldn’t say they are my friends. We are on Facebook all
together uhm classmates most of them we help each other and if we
need to find out anything about work we can just ask.

Thabo feels that being in a programme together helps with social
integration as they work as a team and assist each other, but they do not
socialise off campus. Thabo feels that there is very little time for socialising
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as he has to juggle his full-time studies, part-time job and studying for tests
and completing assignments.

Academic Integration

Thabo’s level of academic integration is influenced by his culture and
upbringing. His interaction with his lecturers is very limited. He does not
make contact with his lecturers, unless they request to see him. He also
regards them as elders and in his culture you do not have much contact with
your elders and they should be respected. This affects his interaction with his
lecturers as he will not argue with or challenge them in anyway.

I would love to get some kind of a... how would I put this, I would
love to be more involved with them, meaning one of the difficulties is
that maybe | faced during the year, maybe they could've helped me
maybe, but they are elders...but I tend to be more open with my
friends and people from outside of the campus to give me their
version of things.

Thabo’s perception of his lecturers being ‘elders’ has restricted him
from obtaining academic support from them, however he does have tensions
with this and wishes it would change:

I haven't asked for support but ja I see the lecturers and | always
treat the lecturer as an older person who is more experienced.
Because I'm younger than them so I give them that respect, because
our culture is more about respect. | find it difficult to approach
them. Eh I wouldn’t say it’s the best way to handle this, I don't know
about that one, but | know when it comes to comparing it and putting
culture into it and where it comes from maybe. A lecturer is a
lecturer who is older than you if you don't get a chance to ask this in
a class and stuff like that; you'll get the chance maybe next time when
he comes into the class, but not out of class...

Thabo finds the academic work quite challenging as he is an older
student and had completed Grade 12 in 2006, six years before his first year at
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university. Nonetheless, he is highly motived to work hard and successfully
complete his degree:

The workload that is daunting that is killing us that we push
ourselves so hard that we want to do this we want to get this done. |
would say that it is more for say that eh not getting it done but
knowing that the reward afterwards that is what we looking for
actually. So I wouldn’t say like completely I'm enjoying myself no
that is not, we came here to work, we came here to do this we want
this degree. | want it so bad so | do whatever it takes sometimes to
make sure that I get the work done.

Another challenge for Thabo is the language barrier. Although he is
passing all his courses, he struggles with the English language. He is not
doing well in academic literacy and he is afraid he is going to fail that course.
He notes that lecturers just assume that all students know how to write an
essay or do referencing and not much support is given in class:

There are times when you write an assignment, you write your
assignment and you feel what you are writing you love it, you keep
reading it because you like it so much but when the results come and
then it’s a different story! We need to get feedback in class about the
work.

Despite Thabo’s many challenges he feels positive, motivated and
self-driven. He feels his tough upbringing with limited resources i.e. money,
food and clothes has made him strong and ready to deal with challenging
situations.

Luckily for me, I'm coming from a family [ was not so like uhm how
would | put this eh not so good upbringing uhm suffering and
knowing how to save money and economically and ja financial stuff
so to be responsible more so now when it comes to here comparing it
ja 1 would say I am much more matured that's why these challenges
I'm facing at the campus [ feel that I am overcoming them bit by bit if
there are no like big challenges but I am mentally strong | have to be,
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I have to be mentally strong because of my upbringing although not
S0 nice it has made me strong.

It is evident that Thabo’s difficult and poor upbringing, especially with
regard to issues of family dynamics, rural challenges and disadvantage, has
been an important factor in building in him strength to persevere in the face
of adversity during the first year at university. Bourdieu emphasised that first-
generation students’ commitment to succeed and reach their educational goal
placed them in an advantageous position equal to the students from the upper
sectors of society who enjoy increased levels of cultural capital (1997: 495).
Cleyle & Philpott’s (2012) study concur with Bourdieu (1997) and add that
factors such as family circumstances, past experiences and economic forces
were decisive for students to be committed to their educational goals and
university studies.

Conclusion

Thabo’s narrative on his habitus and social capital enables an understanding
of the complexity that he encountered while trying to negotiate his first-year
university experience. Thabo found himself experiencing tensions and having
to re-invent himself in order to succeed at university. His narrative reinforces
the imperative of educational research not to ignore the social capital of
students, the everyday manifestations of racial inequalities and the notion of
social class and their connection to broader structural systems. While this
research project noted and exposed the experiences of an economically
disadvantaged student from a rural area, the next and more important step
should be a commitment to a particular paradigm of empowerment of
underprivileged first-year students. Thabo’s narrative on his first-year
experience ensured that his voice is heard, a naming of his own reality, where
the voice of the marginalised serves as a means toward emancipation. Thabo
spoke with strength and confidence of his skills, his knowledge of hard work
and role as breadwinner, the fact that he had different life experiences of first-
year students of other race groups or black students from privileged contexts,
and that he knows about struggle and he attributes his strength to commit
himself to university was borne from his struggle. However, we also note in
his narrative, that when he discursively wandered beyond the borders of his
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inner strength, stigma and fear permeated his story. He described himself as
academically handicapped, by opportunities denied, ill-equipped to attend
university, embarrassed by limited vocabulary and discomfort in engaging
with lecturers. Social capital of economically disadvantaged first-year
students should not be ignored as it reinforces important factors of
profoundly classed experiences that have an effect on student drop-out.
Factors include details of their family, which schools students attended, the
extent and type of extracurricular activities they have engaged in, where they
live and the nature of their housing, the nature by which they are prepared for
university admission and benchmarking testing, the nature of school based
counselling and their health. In this regard as Paulsen & St John (2002) warn
that when studying diverse student groups it is imperative that the student’s
situated circumstances be taken into account. Thabo’s situated context helped
to explain how his habitus shaped his first-year experience and academic
performance. His determination, motivation and self-resilience, brought about
by his life circumstances, helped to understand why he chose to behave in a
particular manner while trying to navigate through his first year at university.
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‘You cannot talk about us without us’: A Voice
from Student Dropout

Duduzile Mzindle

Abstract

Student dropout from higher education continues to bedevil the success of the
South African higher education system despite its gains made in transforming
this important sector from the ills of apartheid. The common discourses on
student dropout in South Africa relates to the socio-economic and the
academic under-preparedness of students accessing higher education. A
continued focus on these dominant discourses may lead to a state of
stagnation as have been seen in the decade long tracking of the efficiency of
the higher education system in terms of student throughput. Hence a deeper
understanding of the issues is needed.

In this paper | argue that there are confounding factors and breaking
point factors associated with student dropout, and that we need to pay more
attention to the confounding factors to understand their implications for
students and institutions. Through a tracer study of students who dropped
out, | present students’ account of their reasons for their drop out of
university with a view to showing how these factors could be substantial
factors beyond the finance and academic performance factors that are
commonly shown to affect student throughput.

Keywords: student dropout, student isolation, stereotyping,  academic
performance, institutional conflicts

Introduction
The issue of student dropout in higher education is varied and complex, and
forms part of the on-going engagement relating to student access, throughput,
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retention and attrition. The complexity associated with student dropout can be
seen through the on-going attempts across the globe to understand and
address this concern (Tinto 2012; Abu-Oda 2015; Ahmet 2000; Neal 2009;
Kronick & Hargis 1998), but with little success. Several complex models
have been developed through research and insight, (for example, Tinto
Student Integration Model) showing various dimensions to student dropout,
and further confirming the complexity. This issue has gained prominence
within the South African higher education system in the last decade, largely
in response to higher education transformation reviews. The alarming rate
(Ramrathan 2013: 210) at which students’ dropout from university is a cause
for concern, especially as it has the potential to reverse the transformational
gains of opening access to previously denied population groups. Attempts
have been made to prevent student dropout in South African higher education
institutions (HEIs). These interventions include student-centered learning,
identifying students at risk, providing academic support to students and
defining graduate attributes in teaching and learning, to try and avert the
situation; but the problem still persists. The persistent low throughput rate in
HEIs (Ramrathan 2013:201) still warrants further investigation. This paper,
then, argues for a refocus of our gaze into the issues related to student
dropout. | argue that, through the lens of students, deeper issues - such as
stereotyping; traditional belief systems and institutional conflicts if not
attended to - can lead to students making a decision to drop out of the
university. Similar vantage points of entry into student dropout have been
previously studied. For example, Dreyer (2010) explored student dropout
from distance education programmes. He found that the non-completion of
students was similar to those of distance higher education institutions world-
wide, and that time was a principal factor.

In a study by Munsaka (2009), on causes of dropout at the level of
high school education, the results revealed that dropping out of school is a
complex phenomenon that is influenced by numerous factors including the
socio-economic status of parents, family composition and the level of
parents’ education. Furthermore, he argues that we need to understand the
learners in context, suggesting that contextual issues rather than academic
issues are the contributing factors to student dropout. In this paper | attempt
to present an analysis of students’ understanding of student dropout with a
view to illuminating the contextual issues that they face as they engage in
higher education studies. A purposive sampling of Bachelor of Education
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students registered at a higher education institution in KwaZulu-Natal formed
the sample group through which the students’ voices on student dropout were
captured.

Literature

A number of studies have been conducted on the issue of student retention
and dropout. Students who are at risk encounter a number of challenges
ranging from personal, transport, poor academic background, curriculum
demands; negative student experiences, study skills management, entry
requirements, and labeling, to mention a few (Munsaka 2009; Ogude Kilfoil
& Du Plessis 2012; Ramrathan 2013; Tinto 1975; Tinto 1993).Tinto (2012)
cited the importance of identifying students who are likely to drop out. He
argues that if institutions are unable to retain students, this represents a failure
of those institutions to serve society and the personal development of
individuals. A study (Bracey 2006) on dropout rates revealed that fifty
percent of students in minority groups never walk across the stage for a
diploma, and one third of all student cohort dropout alludes to this kind of
failure, especially towards underprivileged and minority groupings.

These kinds of statistics attest to the fact that there is still much that
needs to be done with regard to student dropout. Reporting on statistics and
interventions without student contextual understanding is, perhaps, why the
on-going research on student dropout remains complex with no noticeable
changes over the years. For example, one study on student dropout revealed
that students drop out because they do not take advantage of the help
networks open to them (Gordon 2002), suggesting that while interventions
are available to students, they are not accessing them. This finding points to
another area of exploration in student dropout, that of student identity and its
influence on student dropout, to which this paper contributes.

Gender difference, as a student identity issue, has been explored in
student dropout studies. Gordon (2002), for example, revealed that more
male students drop out as compared to female students. Ozturk et al. (2009)
study revealed that social loneliness was most prevalent in boys compared to
girls, and this contributed to more males dropping out of higher education
studies. Hence students’ construction of their identity and what their needs
are is another important vantage point of entry into the student dropout
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debates. Tinto (1975) alludes to this in his student integration model where he
argues that students need social integration into the university environment
for greater retention possibilities.

Methodology
This paper draws from data produced through a tracer study methodology,
tracing the students who have dropped out from the Bachelor of Education
programme offered at a higher education institution in KwaZulu-Natal.
Students who had dropped out from the Bachelor of Education qualification
over a period of five years were the targeted population to explore reasons for
dropping out of university. Tracer studies are useful in establishing pathways
and reasons for taking such pathways of individuals who have experienced a
particular phenomenon (Ramrathan et al. 2009). In this case, the Bachelor of
Education students who have left a particular higher education institution
over the last five years formed the tracer study group. Data was collected
using semi-structured interviews from a sample of ten students who dropped
out in the BEd programme in the last five years. As statistical generalisation
was not the intention of this paper, a small sample that would provide deep
gualitative responses to the reasons for dropout was sought. Several studies
have been conducted on student dropout, most of which have reported in
broad terms the socio-political and economic reasons for the phenomenon.
Some studies have reported on the academic concerns about university study
preparedness concerns that are linked to student dropout. While the overt
reasons for dropping out of university seem clear within the South African
context, there are some studies that point to a more intricate analysis of
confounding factors and breaking point-factors (Ramrathan 2013). In order to
access a deeper analysis of student dropout, the most appropriate approach
would be through a qualitative study of students who have dropped out.
Hence the tracer study design provided that opportunity. The convenience
sampling of 10 students who have dropped out formed a suitable sample size
to provide a deeper, richer account of why students drop out from university,
from a student perspective.

The School of Education provided the researcher with the names of
the students, after permission was sought from the ethical clearance unit. The
limitations of tracer studies are the challenges of making contact with those
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who have left the institution. As such, the first ten students who were
reachable formed the sample for the data production. Four female and six
male students were traced, one of whom did not want to participate in the
study. Interviews were done over the phone. Critical theory and an
interpretivist stance to understanding the data were used in the analysis
process.

Findings Emerging from the Data

Findings through the tracer study revealed that finance was the predominant
reason for dropping out of the university. Most of the sampled participants
experienced repeated failure, which caused them to drop out of the university.
These two generic reasons for student drop out have been accounted for in
the vast number of literature on student dropout. It is expected if students fail
repeatedly, they cannot continue without seeking institutional permission to
continue. The repeated failure of modules also has