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Abstract  

The South African higher education sector is faced with high attrition and low retention 

rates. Studies conducted by the Council on Higher Education in South Africa have found that 

50% of black students who access university study drop out, and the majority of dropouts 

occurred in the first year of study. While these studies revealed what the challenges were and 

why they occurred, not much has been done to overcome or prevent the challenges. Therefore, 

knowledge on how first-year students could be assisted and guided to adjust successful to 

the university environment is paramount. The goal of this article is to determine which factors 

enable new students’ successful adjustment to the university environment. Identifying these 

factors was deemed important because they could be used to assist and guide new student 

cohorts. Thirty-two first-year students were the research participants, and data were 

collected from all of them through a questionnaire, two written reflective pieces, the 

students’ results and individual interviews. Content analysis, using a three-stage open coding 

process, was used to categorize the findings into themes and sub-themes. The findings revealed 

that 20 of the 32 students had difficulty overcoming their transition challenges and failed some 

or all their subjects at the end of their first year of study. The remaining 12 students overcame 

their challenges and achieved study success. They identified three overall factors that enabled 

them to adjust and integrate successfully to the university environment. 

 

Introduction 

This article responds to the challenge of addressing first-year students’ transition from high 

school to university education because researchers globally are in agreement that the first year 

of study is of the utmost importance for student retention and success in the subsequent years 

(Baijnath 1997; Bean 2005; Beyer, Gillmore, & Fisher 2007; Krause et al. 2005; Kuh et al. 

2005). Van Schalkwyk et al. (2009) put it this way: “It is little wonder then, that with the 

increase in student diversity internationally, educationists who seek to enhance student success 

should pay attention to the moment of greatest transition, the first year of study” (p. 3). Thus, 

this article examines new first-year students’ adjustment and transition from high school to the 

university environment at a historically black university in South Africa during the 2009 and 

2010 academic years. 
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The higher education context in South Africa comprises further education and training 

colleges and universities. This article focuses on successful student learning at university. 

Grade 12 is the highest standard that students must pass at high school. They need to pass 

grade 12 with university endorsement in order to be admitted to university. They do not write 

an entrance examination, but the different faculties and disciplines have their own admission 

criteria with regard to prerequisite schooling subjects and percentages attained (for example, 

some faculties require 60% and above in Mathematics). Historically, the universities were 

divided into white universities for white students only and black universities for African, 

Indian and coloured students. After the end of apartheid in 1994, universities became 

accessible to all and students could then attend any university of their choice. However, the 

historically white universities are still privileged because they have more capital and resources 

than the historically black universities. The student bodies also still reflect this divide because 

white students are in the majority at historically white universities and black students are in the 

majority at historically black universities. 

 

Furthermore, as a consequence of apartheid, universities are characterized by a low intake of 

black students. Only 20% of black grade 12 students who passed with university endorse- 

ment continue to higher education studies in South Africa (Department of Higher Education 

and Training 2012; Sheppard 2009). Research conducted on this issue further highlights the 

fact that, of the black students who access higher education, 20% complete their respective 

degrees in the prescribed time, 30% take a further 2 to 3 years to finish, and 50% drop out 

before obtaining their qualifications (Council on Higher Education 2010, 2013; Scott 2009). 

Higher education in South Africa remains for black students, as Fisher and Scott (2011) note, 

“a low-participation high-attrition system” (p. 1). Their white counterparts have a 57% 

participation rate, a 43% completion rate and a 31% dropout rate (Council on Higher 

Education 2013). 

 

The aim of the article is therefore to compare successful black students with those who are less 

successful with regard to their expectations, experienced challenges and applied strategies. This 

is in order to identify enabling factors that could assist future black student cohorts with 

adjusting to first-year study, thereby strengthening their chances of learning successfully. 

Green and Kreuter (1968) define enabling factors “as factors that make it possible (or easier) 

for individuals or populations to change their behavior or their environment”, and this is the 

definition used in this article. 

 

The main question that this article attempts to answer is: How could black first-year 

students be assisted to adjust successfully to the university environment? Three sub- 

questions guide the analysis and discussion, namely the following: 

 

1. What were new black students’ expectations when they arrived at university? 

2. What were the transition challenges, and how did they impact on the students’ academic 

and social integration? 

3.   What did the successful students do to overcome their challenges and integrate into the 

university environment? 
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Theoretical orientation 

There is a wealth of research conducted on student learning and the transition of first-year 

students from school to college/university education (Bowles et al. 2014; Green et al. 2009; 

Kuh et al. 2011; Pascarella and Terenzini 2005; Strydom & Mentz 2010). Kuh et al. (2011), for 

example, state that “…many students who are college-ready encounter campus cultures that 

feel foreign and unfriendly, making college challenging for them to navigate successfully” (p. 

13). In this regard, Mann (2005) explains how students’ feelings of alienation can impact 

negatively on their transition from school to the university environment. Other studies 

conducted on students’ transition identified a heavy workload, students’ inability to manage 

their time effectively, a lack of personal motivation, financial difficulties, insufficient founda- 

tional knowledge and their status as first-generation students as some of the most important 

challenges that first-year students experience when arriving at university (Beyer, Gillmore & 

Fisher 2007; Cloete 2012; Community College Review 2015; Einfalt & Turley 2013; Letseka & 

Maile 2008). 

 

It is against this background that this article uses Tinto’s (1975, 2000) student integration 

model and Bandura’s (1986, 2001) social cognitive theory as a theoretical orientation. Tinto’s 

(1975) student integration model suggests that a match between the academic ability and 

motivation of the student, and the social and academic qualities of the institution, will 

strengthen the academic and social integration of the students into the university system. 

Tinto’s (1975) student integration model consists of six characteristics: 

 

1. Pre-entry attributes (how the student develops before entry into post-secondary 

education with regard to family background, skills and abilities and prior schooling) 

2. The student’s intentions, goals and commitment 

3. How the student experiences the institution with regard to the academic system 

(academic performance, interaction with staff and faculty) and the social system 

(extra-curricular activities and peer group interaction) 

4. How integration is taking place (both academic and social integration) 

5. The student’s intentions, goals, institutional commitment and external commitments 

6. The outcome (decision by the student to remain or to depart) 

 

Tinto is of the opinion that the match between student characteristics and the institution 

shapes student goals and commitments which, in turn, influences persistence (Tinto 1975). In 

addition, in his discussion on building supportive peer groups, Tinto explains that meeting 

people and making friends during the first year of university study are an important aspect of 

student life that could assist with the social integration of students and the transition from 

school to university (Tinto 2000). 

 

Bandura (1986) describes his social cognitive theory as human functioning “in terms of a 

model of triadic reciprocality in which behavior, cognitive and other personal factors, and 

environmental events all operate as interacting determinants of each other” (p. 18). He explains 

that “learning is largely an information-processing activity in which information about the 
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structure of behavior and about environmental events is transformed into symbolic 

representations that serve as guides for action” (Bandura 1986, p. 51). According to him, 

“most external influences affect behavior through intermediary cognitive processes in that 

cognitive factors to a certain extent determine which environmental occurrences will be 

observed, what meaning will be derived from them, whether they leave any lasting effects, 

what valence and value they will have, and how the information they communicate will be 

organized for future use” (Bandura 1986, p. 454). He further argues that self-regulatory and 

self-reflective capabilities have to do with human beings’ perceived self-efficacy, and he 

defines perceived self-efficacy “as people’s judgments of their capabilities to organize and 

execute courses of action required to attain designated types of performance” (Bandura 1986, p. 

391). He is of the opinion that “perceived self-efficacy is an important determinant of 

performance that operates to a certain extent independently of underlying skills” (Bandura 

1986, p. 391). 

 

Bandura (2001) further claims that his social cognitive theory “subscribes to a model of 

emergent interactive agency”, which in turn differentiates among three different modes of 

agency: personal, proxy and collective agencies (p. 4). Personal agency refers to the cognitive, 

motivational, affective and choice processes of individuals; proxy agency refers to the social 

conditions and institutional practices that affect people’s everyday lives. Proxy agency means 

that people rely on other people, who are in positions of power, to act on their behalf and to 

secure the outcome that they want. Collective agency refers to people’s shared belief in their 

collective power to produce desired results. It serves the same role as that of personal efficacy 

beliefs and functions through similar processes (Bandura 2001, pp. 13–14). 

 

Tinto’s student integration model focuses on two of the main role players in the learning 

process—the characteristics of the student and the qualities of the institution. He argues that 

these two role players need to be compatible for successful student integration to take place. 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory is used in this study to illustrate that learning is develop- 

mental and a socially constructed process in which students need to know what their 

capabilities are, and how to use their three modes of agency to help them navigate the learning 

environment successfully. Therefore, Tinto and Bandura’s theories are used to augment each 

other in this article and form the theoretical foundation upon which the analysis and discussion 

of the findings are based. 

 

Methods 

The data discussed in this article were derived from a study conducted during the 2009 and 

2010 academic years in a business faculty at a historically black university in South Africa. It 

was a qualitative study searching for an understanding of a problem in a specific context 

(Creswell 2007; Yin 2009). The research participants were two groups of new first-year 

students, with 20 students in the one group and 12 in the other. A purposive sampling method 

(Patton 2002) was used to select the students because it was important to have mixed-ability 

groups—that is, students who found the adjustment to university challenging and, as a result, 

failed one or more of their subjects and students who adjusted successfully and passed all their 

subjects. The 20 students in the first group were students who could not overcome their 
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transition challenges and failed some or all their subjects at the end of their first year of study. 

They were referred to as group 1, the less successful group. The 12 students in the second 

group were students who overcame their adjustment challenges and passed all their subjects. 

They were referred to as group 2, the successful group. It should be noted that this group had 

20 students at the start of the study as well, but eight of them failed one or two of their subjects 

at the end of the first semester and had to withdraw as participants. 

 

The selection of the two groups of students took place in the first week of term 2, 2009, when 

the students were in their first semester of their first year of study in the course taught by the 

researcher. The first semester, made up of terms 1 (7 weeks) and 2 (7 weeks), started at the end 

of January and ran to the end of May. The second semester, made up of terms 3 (7 weeks) and 

4 (7 weeks), ran from mid-July to the end of October. The researcher requested the 

students to write a reflection on their experiences as new first-year students and to state 

whether or not they were passing their assignments and tasks in term 1. All the students 

who indicated that they had adjustment challenges and were failing their assignments and tasks 

were identified by the researcher and invited to participate in the study via an email. There 

were 102 students in total. The first 20 students who responded and agreed to be part of the 

study were selected and formed group 1. The students who formed group 2 were selected in 

the same way, but these were the students (74 in total) who were passing their assignments and 

tasks despite experiencing adjustment challenges. 

 

Group 1 consisted of 13 females and seven males with a mean age of 19.4. Ten students were 

African, nine coloured and one Indian. Six of them were registered for the Bachelor of 

Administration Degree, and 14 were registered for the Bachelor of Commerce Degree. Group 2 

consisted of eight females and four males with a mean age of 19.7. Four students were African, six 

coloured and two Indian. Four students were registered for the Bachelor of Administration 

Degree and eight for the Bachelor of Commerce Degree. Both groups of students had passed 

grade 12 with university endorsement, and all of them came from low socio-economic back- 

grounds and public schooling. Thirty of the students were first-generation students. 

 

The reflective piece that the students wrote during the first week in term 2 was used as the first 

data set. The other data sets consisted of the students’ biographical information, a second written 

reflection, a questionnaire, individual interviews and their end-of-year results. The written 

reflections were not longer than one page, and guiding questions were provided to the students 

as stated in Table 1. The questionnaire consisted of two parts. Part 1 had six closed-ended 

questions that focused on the students’ biographical information, and part 2 had five open-ended 

questions. An interview sheet was prepared for the students, and they wrote their responses on 

the sheet during the interviews. The researcher administered the questionnaire and conducted the 

interviews with all 32 students. The marks’ administrator was requested to extract the students’ 
biographical information from the university’s database, as well as the students’ end-of-year 

results. Table 1 reflects the data sets, the timeframe and the questions asked. 

 

The biographical information and the students’ end-of-year results were regarded as 

quantitative data and were grouped and sorted in two separate tables. Content analysis, using 
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a three-stage open coding process, was used to analyze and sort the qualitative data—the two 

reflective written pieces, part 2 of the questionnaire and the responses in the individual 

interviews (Henning 2004). The first stage of the open coding process involved a first general 

reading and noting of all the responses per data set. These responses were typed in two 

separate Word documents (one for group 1 and one for group 2). In stage 2, line-by-line 

reading was done in order to identify and group similar responses together across data sets and 

to list separately the responses that were different. Hence, all the responses that were similar 

and different were copied from the first Word documents and pasted onto two new Word 

documents (one for each group). 

 

The third and final stage involved grouping together related themes and sub-themes in 

another two Word documents. In the end, each group had three separate Word documents. The 

Word documents were checked against the original data by an independent researcher in order 

to ensure that the students’ responses were correctly typed, copied and pasted in the three Word 

documents. Triangulation was achieved through the verification of the students’ biographical 

information (extracted from the university’s database) with the students’ own answers in part 1 

of the questionnaire. The students’ 2009 end-of-year results were used to verify their answers 

in the reflective pieces regarding whether they were passing or failing. Lastly, triangulation 

was further achieved through a repeat of the main question—what were your challenges and 

how could you overcome them—in the reflective written pieces and in the second part of the 

questionnaire and through the second question asked in the individual interviews. 
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Results 

The section is structured according to the three sub-questions previously stated. The students’ 
expectations are summarized in Table 2 and discussed first. Thereafter, only the transition 

challenges are summarized in Table 3 and discussed. The students did identify other personal 

challenges (needing financial assistance and on-campus accommodation, not receiving moral 

support and encouragement from their families, home environments not being conducive for 

learning, and the demands of working and studying simultaneously), but because the focus of 

this article is on first-year students’ transition and integration into the university environment, 

the personal difficulties are not discussed. 
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What were the students’ expectations when they arrived at university? 

 

This question was asked to determine if the students had some idea of what university study 

entails and whether they were prepared for university studies. It was asked in written reflection 

1, during the first week in term 2, April 2009. Three sub-themes emerged from group 1: 

freedom, uncertainty, and the need for hard work. Only two sub-themes were identified in 

group 2: hard work and good lecturers and organized staff. The responses are summarized in 

Table 2. 

 

The responses from four students in group 1 indicate that their expectations of attending 

university were centred on making new friends, learning new cultures and having freedom. 

Responses were as follows: 

 

Student 4: I looked forward to meet new friends and learn new cultures. Student 1: University 

means freedom to do what I want. 

 

Student 3: University means no more teachers watching over you. 
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Thus, these students viewed university as a place where they had freedom to do what they 

wanted, as opposed to school where they were subjected to strict rules and being under 

observation by their teachers, principals and parents. 

 

Furthermore, one could infer that the three students who reported that  they  felt excited 

but anxious, and the eight who were scared and stressed, did not know what to expect at 

university. They therefore experienced feelings of anxiety, fear and stress. Responses were 

as follows: 

 

Student 8: I was very excited to come to university because it is a new place, but a little afraid 

too. 

Student 12: I was excited to be at university but also anxious because I did not know what to 

expect. 

Student 14: I was scared and stressful because everything was new. 

 

Their responses show that they were not adequately prepared for university studies on a 

personal and emotional level and that they therefore had mixed feelings—positive (feeling 

excited) and negative (anxiety, fear and stress). 

 

Lastly, responses from the students who expected that university would be different from 

school and that hard work was needed were as follows: 

 

Student 7: At first I didn’t know what to expect, I just knew varsity is at a higher level than 

high school and that I had to work harder. 

Student 9: University will be different from school, so I have to work harder. 

 

Their responses indicate that they had some idea of what university study required and 

that they needed to work hard in order to be successful. In summary,  the responses in 

group 1 reflect that 15 students did not know what to expect and what university studies 

would  entail, while only  five of them  knew that hard  work  was required. 

 

On the other hand, the responses from group 2 reflect that ten out of the 12 students were 

knowledgeable about university studies. They wrote the following: 

 

Student 1: I know that it would be much difficult and complicated than school and the 

workload would be heavy and I needed to work hard. 

Student 2: University is different from school and I have to work hard and spent lots of my 

time on concentrating on my work. 

 

These students knew that university study would be more demanding than school, with 

more work assigned, and that as a result, they had to apply themselves to be successful. 

 

The other two students’ expectations about the staff imply that they were looking for quality 

education. Their responses were as follows: 
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Student 6: I expected good lecturers and organized staff because it is a university. Student 10: I 

hope that the staff will be good and organized. 

 

One could infer from the word “organized” that they expected everything to be planned, 

structured and orderly conducted, which signified a certain standard of quality. This could 

mean that they were hard-working students at school and would continue in the same 

manner at university level. As such, they were expecting to receive quality education in 

return for their hard work. One could therefore conclude that the students in group 2 

knew from the start of their academic careers that university was different to school and 

that they had to work hard. 

 

What were the transition challenges and how did they impact on students’ academic and social 

integration? 

 

This question was asked in both reflective pieces—first in term 2, April 2009, and again in 

term 3, July 2009. It was also asked in the questionnaire in October 2009. Group 1 reported six 

transition challenges, while group 2 experienced four challenges. 

 

The responses illustrate that both groups of students identified the same four challenges, 

but the students in group 2 did not report a language challenge nor that they gave in to 

peer pressure. What is important about the findings is the number of students from both 

groups who experienced the first challenge compared to the number of students 

experiencing the other challenges. Fourteen students in group 1 and ten in group 2 

reported on the first challenge. Thus, the majority of the students found the changeover 

from high school to university demanding which is in line with other research conducted 

on this matter. Explanations given by the students in group 1 were as follows: 

 

Student 1: I also was overwhelmed by the freedom at varsity because everything was new to 

me and I could do what I wanted and before I knew it the exams was coming up and I was 

caught up in having too much fun. 

Students 3, 4 and 6: Adjusting to university life was hard, I used my freedom incorrectly and 

having too much fun. 

 

These two students were the same students who reported that they looked forward to 

having freedom. Their responses indicate that they abused their freedom and did not 

take studying at university seriously because they were not prepared for university studies 

on a personal level (emotionally and psychologically), and so, they gave in to peer 

pressure. In addition, they were also among the students who reported that they found 

the content of certain subjects challenging. Responses were as follows: 

Students 3 and 4: My challenge is not being taught certain things at school and learning it for 

the first-time at university. 

Student 6: Maths—didn’t do it at high school so had to do it at varsity so that caused a 

problem. 
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Their responses illustrate that they were also academically not prepared for university 

studies. Moreover, seven of the 14 students reported that they had a language problem because 

they were from high schools where they were taught in their mother tongue and not in English. 

 

Responses were as follows: 

Students 8 and 14: The medium of instruction is too difficult. I cannot understand the 

presentation. 

Student 12: It is difficult to understand the lecturers in English, at school I learned in my first 

language. 

 

These students had to listen, understand and make meaning in English at an advanced level for 

the first time, which is a major disadvantage, as Gough (1996) notes: “If you are not 

proficient in the dominant language, you are handicapped and there is no getting away from it” 
(p. 17). Therefore, an argument could be made that the students in group 1 had to deal with 

four and more challenges (the personal difficulties which some also identified) simultaneously 

and they did not know how to overcome them. It was as if they surrendered to the challenges, 

and as a consequence, some of them failed two subjects, some three and four, and two students 

failed all their subjects at the end of their first year of study. 

 

Similar to group 1, ten students in group 2 also reported that they found the adjustment to 

university challenging. Responses were as follows: 

 

Student 1: Adjusting to university is hard and I struggle to manage my timetable and to fit 

everything in. 

Student 2: Adjusting to university life is hard because there is no time to socialize. 

 

These two students were among the students who indicated that they knew that university 

would be different and hard work was required. However, it seems as if they did not know the 

extent of the hard work and effort that was required and that was why the adjustment to 

university was a challenge for them. 

 

Some of the other students’ responses were as follows: 

 

Students 3 and 4: Some subjects are difficult and it is a lot of work that one must learn. 

Students 6, 7 and 9: The content of some of the subjects were challenging, we did not have 

these subjects at school. 

 

These responses illustrate that the students in group 2 were also challenged by the content of 

some of the subjects for which they were registered. This indicates that they, too, were not 

prepared for university studies academically. However, the difference between the two groups 

is that the students in group 2 made a concerted effort to overcome their challenges and they 

managed to pass all their subjects at the end of their first year. 
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What did the successful students do to overcome their challenges and integrate into the university 

environment? 

 

The students in group 2 explained what they did to overcome their transition challenges. 

Responses were as follows: 

Student 1: The only way I can make a real success out of this study period is to stay focused 

at all times possible. 

Student 2: I must know why I am here which is to complete my studies. 

Student 6: I remained a hardworking and competent student throughout the semester. 

 

These responses show that the students realized that they had to take responsibility for their 

own learning, and as a consequence, they reminded themselves as to why they were at 

university (presumably to achieve their goals and objectives). Staying focused was the action 

needed to achieve their goals and objectives. 

 

One factor that most probably assisted these students was the fact that they started with the 

expectation that university would be different to school and that hard work was required. 

 

Another factor contributing to the success of the students could be that they had the support 

and encouragement of their family members who helped them to ‘stay focused’ and work 

harder. Students explained the following: 

 

Student 1: My family and friends have been very supporting throughout this whole process, 

which encourages me even more, and every day I wake up and realise the little things in my 

life and how important they are towards shaping the mentality of an individual. 

 

Student 2: My life, my family, my home and my community are my inspiration to go forward, 

to strive for perfection and reach for the stars even if I might never come to know how it feels 

like to be there. These are all the reasons that keep me going and determined to succeed 

with everything in me, which further reflects in my academic work. 

 

The students in group 1 did not mention that they received support and encouragement 

from their families, and that could be a reason why they were not motivated enough to change 

their behaviour. 

 

Additionally, all the students in group 2 reported and emphasized that they ‘made the right 

friends’—friends who supported and encouraged them and assisted them academically. They 

wrote the following: 

 

Student 8: I chose friends who had the same focus and determination—I found that when 

we worked together, things always seemed more positive and we enjoyed our studies and 

tried to make even the worst subjects fun by talking about it. 
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Student 12: Surround yourself with positive peers or better yet help encourage and motivate 

others to join you in reaching a goal. Knowing you can help & support each other, makes 

learning less stressful and fun. 

 

All 12 students wrote, ‘Make the right friends from the start of your academic studies’, as part 

of their responses on the interview sheets. They also explained how they overcame their 

perceived heavy workload and time management challenges. They wrote the following: 

 

Student 3: My social life was extremely important me, so I had to manage my time correctly 

and prioritise what was most important and required my time. I worked from a system whereby 

I created an electronic diary via an excel spreadsheet. I would update this sheet weekly or 

even daily. The sheet portrayed information about assignments, tests, tutorial test, etc. As well 

as due dates, my progress as well as the next date I need to progress on it. I used “auto filler” to 

filter check what I needed to focus for the specific week. This allowed me to plan my week and 

avoided time wasted on projects. 

 

Student 4: With all the assignments, tutorials and tests that had to be done, effective time 

management was going to be of utmost importance. I would then record all test dates and 

due dates as soon as they were made available to me and then try and allocate time that I 

estimated to be efficient for each task at hand. I also tried my best to study before the time for a 

test and not leave things for the last minute as I found that it only creates more anxiety and 

stress that does not help you with what you have to do. 

 

These detailed explanations reveal how the changed attitudes of the students transformed into 

dedication and commitment; the adoption of learning strategies assisted them in 

overcoming their perceived workload and time management challenges. These strategies 

helped them to adjust successfully to the demands made by academia. 

 

Lastly, the students demonstrated not only that they adopted effective time management 

strategies, but also that they made a conscious effort to find solutions to their challenge about 

not understanding the content in some of their subjects. They indicated that they, as they put it, 

‘were not afraid to ask questions’ or to find help when ‘needed’ and ‘to go for consultation’. 
Explanations were as follows: 

 

Student 3: And also do not be afraid to ask for help, nobody expects you to always be good at 

everything. I often stayed after class and asked the lecturer questions about things I did not 

understand and they would stay behind and explain it to me until I did, if they could, or I made 

use of consultation times. 

 

Student 4: I asked questions when I did not understand and I went for consultation. It helped 

to clarify the work and I was able to understand it better. 
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Student 9: I asked questions when something was not clear and I went for consultation and I 

received clarification on work covered. Consultation helped with preparation for tests and 

exams. 

 

These responses demonstrate that they attended their classes. More importantly, the re- 

sponses reflect that the students’ perceived self-efficacy was high because they were not afraid 

to ask questions when they did not understand something. Furthermore, they consulted with 

the lecturers—both after class and during consultation times. These were important actions that 

helped them to overcome their challenge of not understanding the content in some subjects. As a 

result, they passed all their subjects at the end of their first year of study. 

 

Discussion 

The analysis was structured around three factors: the students’ expectations when they arrived 

at university, the transition challenges that they experience and the strategies that they applied 

to overcome the challenges. The results showed that only five of the 20 students in group 1 had 

the correct expectations of what university study entails and that it was different from school 

and hard work was required. The other 15 students’ expectations ranged from being excited 

but anxious, to making new friends, learning new cultures and having freedom. These 

expectations were not incorrect because it is normal to be excited and anxious when one 

embarks on a new and unknown journey, and it is equally justified to think that one will have 

more freedom once one has completed high school. However, what the students did not realize 

was the magnitude of the difference between school and university and that freedom comes 

with responsibility. 

 

Nonetheless, the students’ historical backgrounds could be regarded as mitigating circum- 

stances. They came from low socio-economic backgrounds and public schooling and were all 

first-generation students. The students’ parents and families were part of the working class and 

poorer people in the communities; the public schools in South Africa are not well resourced 

(many do not have Mathematics, Physics and Biology as subjects, or libraries, and some of the 

teachers are under-qualified), and they did not come from an academic tradition where it was 

the norm to attend university. As such, these pre-entry attributes to which Tinto refers did not 

prepare nor enable them to overcome their challenges and adjust to the demands of academia. 

 

The students in group 2 came from the same backgrounds, having attended public schools, and 

ten of the 12 were also first-generation students. However, the difference between the two 

groups of students was that, unlike most of the students in group 1, all the students in group 2 

came with the ‘correct expectation’, which was that university was different from school and 

hard work was required. They did not think about having freedom and doing what they 

wanted; they knew that they had to take responsibility for their own learning and that was why 

they were prepared to work hard so that they could be successful in their studies. Their actions 

reflect the intentions, goals and commitment that Tinto advocates that students should have. 

 

The analysis also illustrated that both groups of students experienced challenges and four of the 

six challenges were similar. Both groups found the adjustment to university challenging, 

https://repository.uwc.ac.za/



15 

 

perceived the workload as heavy, struggled to manage their time effectively and found the 

content of some subjects difficult. The difference was that the students in group 1 identified 

two further challenges—having to learn in English, which was not their first language, and 

giving in to peer pressure. The students in group 2 did not have such challenges. One could 

therefore argue that the students in group 1 experienced more challenges, and that was why 

they surrendered and were less successful at the end of their first year of study. In contrast, the 

students in group 2 were able to overcome their challenges and to pass all their subjects. 

 

Which strategies did the students in group 2 use to overcome their challenges? They 

reminded themselves why they were at university and chose to stay focused, determined and 

hard working. They used their personal agency (explained by Bandura); they took responsi- 

bility for their own learning and became self-regulatory students whose perceived self-efficacy 

helped them to organize and execute courses of action required to attain their goals (Bandura 

1986, 2001). But they also used their proxy and collective agencies to assist them. They were 

motivated by the support and encouragement which they received from their parents and 

friends at home. This was moral and emotional support and not academic support, as ten of the 

12 students were also first-generation students. Hence, the support that they received motivated 

them to work hard and succeed so that their families could be proud of their achievements. 

These students demonstrated that first-generation students could also be successful as found by 

O’Shea (2015). 

 

Moreover, by attending classes, asking questions and making use of consultation, the 

students actively strengthened their academic integration. This is what Pascarella and 

Terenzini (2005) explain, “The greater a student’s engagement in academic work or in the 

academic experience of college, the greater his or her level of knowledge acquisition and 

general cognitive growth” (p. 608). Not only did they strengthen their academic integration, 

but they also strengthened their social integration by identifying and selecting the ‘right 

friends’. Therefore, their responses and actions show that they placed a high value on both 

their proxy and collective agencies (Bandura 1986, 2001) and, in so doing, overcame their 

transition challenges and integrated successfully into the university environment as Tinto 

(1975, 2000) suggests that should happen. 

 

However, the behaviours and actions of the students in group 1 were the opposite. They 

focused on the freedom and fun available to them as university students, resulting in devas- 

tating consequences. Having a laid-back attitude led to the perception that university study was 

‘difficult and hard’, and as a consequence, they could not cope with the demands made by 

academia. Also, not attending classes and giving in to peer pressure showed ineffective time 

management, and this caused their perception that the workload as ‘heavy’. Thus, they too 

used their proxy and collective agencies but in a negative manner (Bandura 1986, 2001). 

Lastly, lacking adequate preparation for academic study, experiencing some of their subject 

content as challenging and having to learn and think in English for the first time severely 

compromised their academic integration into the university environment (Tinto 1975, 2000). 

Although this was a small sample which makes the findings context specific, the reality in 

South African higher education is that the majority of black students are not prepared for 
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university studies and that is what the students in group 1 demonstrated. However, the students 

in group 2 showed that, despite coming from the same circumstances, successful learning is 

possible, and this is the significance of this article. And as stated in the “Method” section, 

group 2 also had 20 students at the start of the study, but eight students failed some of their 

subjects at the end of the first semester and had to withdraw from the successful group. 

Therefore, the fact that more students failed and fewer students passed mirrored the discussion 

in the introductory section—black students at universities in South Africa have a high failure 

and dropout rate in the first year of study and an overall dropout rate of 50% across the study 

period for a first degree. 

 

Conclusion and recommendations 

Two overall findings could be inferred from the analysis of the successful group of students: (i) 

successful learning at university begins with the students (thus, the application of personal 

agency and self-efficacy), and (ii) students cannot be successful on their own; they need the 

assistance and support of the other role players in the learning process (proxy and collective 

agencies). Consequently, prospective black students need to use all three modes of agency to 

integrate successfully into the university environment. 

 

Three enabling factors could be identified from the successful students in group 2, namely the 

following: 

 

1. They arrived at university with the correct expectations (they were knowledgeable as to 

what university study entails) and took responsibility for their own learning from the 

start of their academic careers. 

2. They used the motivation and encouragement received from their families and friends 

as self-motivation to succeed. 

3. They made smart choices—they applied all the strategies that other studies also 

identified: they made the right friends, attended all their classes, asked questions and 

spoke to the lecturers inside and outside of classes and made use of consultation. 

 

It is therefore recommended that future black students should be informed and prepared for 

university study so that they too will know what to expect and take responsibility for their own 

learning from the start of their degree programs. 

 

It is further recommended that parents and families should know and be made aware of the 

importance of providing moral support and encouragement to their children throughout their 

study careers. 

 

Finally, it is recommended that all the role players (parents, families, friends, communities, 

schools, universities and authorities) encourage, guide and assist the students so that they are 

able to make smart choices, as the students in this article demonstrated that making good 

decisions is vital for academic success. 
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The findings discussed in this article exemplified that black students can overcome their 

transition challenges and integrate successfully into the university environment despite their 

unfavourable pre-university attributes. The recommendations proposed are guidelines that the 

different role players could follow in order to increase black students’ chances at successful 

learning and, in so doing, improve the pass, retention and completion rates nationally. An 

emerging economy such as South Africa needs educated, skilled and productive citizens who 

can help to develop and sustain the future for generations to come. Successful student learning 

can contribute to this objective. 
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