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Abstract

This research study builds on the current body of research regarding the predictors of
academic success among students enrolled in higher education (HE), as well as students’
perceptions of these factors. The aim of the study is to contribute to the understanding of the
factors and experiences related to academic success in HE and to expand on the model of
academic success within the South African (SA) context. The study focussed specifically on
first- to fifth-year students enrolled in the Faculty of the Humanities at the University of the
Free State. The roles of several pre-enrolment and post-enrolment factors on students’
academic success were explored by means of this mixed-methods study. Pre-enrolment
factors that were examined during the study included students’ age, gender, race, language
proficiency, Grade 12 performance, high school attended, and parental levels of education,
while the post-enrolment factors that were scrutinised included students’ initial educational
goals, initial commitment to the HE institution, physical energy devoted to HE activities,
psychological energy devoted to HE activities, academic self-concept, participation in
academic activities, academic contact with staff, academic contact with peers, participation in
extracurricular activities, non-academic contact with staff, non-academic contact with peers,
financial responsibilities, family responsibilities, and employment responsibilities. The
quantitative analysis was based on the data collected from 229 students, while the qualitative
data were collected from 26 students, all of whom were in their first to fifth years in the

Faculty of the Humanities.

Results of the quantitative section of the study showed that several differences existed
in terms of students’ age, race, gender, language proficiency, high school attended, as well as
parental levels of education and the various post-enrolment factors that were explored.
Moreover, the total set of pre- and post-enrolment factors, as well as the separate sets of pre-
enrolment factors and post-enrolment factors explained a significant amount of the variance in
academic success for the entire sample, as well as for the different race groups (designated
group and the white group). Next, different individual variables explained a significant
amount of the variance in academic success in the designated group and white group. In terms
of the qualitative section of the study, students’ perceptions of academic success included
how they viewed academic success, how they would define an academically successful
student and the behaviours that successful students would exhibit. Lastly, the individuals who

played an important role in success and other aspects that they viewed as important in
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academic success were highlighted in the qualitative section. When results of the two sections
of the study were integrated, it was clear that the prediction of academic success remains very
complex and that several pre- and post-enrolment factors in combination, rather than factors
in isolation, are more successful in the prediction of students’ academic success. This study
contributed significantly to the body of research regarding academic success within the South
African context, specifically with regards to the academic success of non-traditional students.

Keywords: academic success, higher education, student perceptions, pre-enrolment

factors, post-enrolment factors
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Opsomming

Hierdie navorsingstudie bou op die bestaande kennis rakende die voorspellers van
akademiese sukses onder studente in hoér onderwys, sowel as studente se persepsies van
hierdie faktore. Die doel van die studie is om by te dra tot die kennis rakende die faktore en
ervarings wat betrekking het tot die akademiese sukses van studente in hoér onderwys asook
om uit te brei op die bestaande model van akademiese sukses binne die Suid-Afrikaanse
konteks. Hierdie studie het spesifiek op eerste- tot vyfdejaarstudente in die Fakulteit
Geesteswetenskappe aan die Universiteit van die Vrystaat gefokus. Die rol van verskeie
preregistrasiefaktore en postregistrasiefaktore is tydens hierdie studie ondersoek.
Preregistrasiefaktore wat ondersoek is, sluit studente se ouderdom, geslag, ras,
taalvaardigheid, Graad 12-prestasie, tipe hoérskool wat bygewoon is, sowel as ouers se vlakke
van opleiding in, terwyl die post-registrasie faktore wat ondersoek is, studente se aanvanklike
akademiese doelwitte, aanvanklike toewyding tot die hoéronderwysinstansie, fisiese energie
wat aan akademiese aktiwiteite gewy word, sielkundige energie wat aan akademiese
aktiwiteite gewy word, akademiese selfkonsep, deelname aan akademiese aktiwiteite,
akademiese kontak met personeel, akademiese kontak met die portuurgroep, deelname aan
buitemuurse aktiwiteite, nie-akademiese kontak met personeel, nie-akademiese kontak met
die portuurgroep, finansiéle verantwoordelikhede, familie verantwoordelikhede, en
beroepsverantwoordelikhede insluit. Die kwantitatiewe analises is gebaseer op data wat van
229 studente ingesamel is, terwyl die kwalitatiewe data van 26 studente ingesamel is, waarvan

almal in hul eerste tot vyfde jaar in die Fakulteit Geesteswetenskappe was.

Resultate van die kwantitatiewe gedeelte van die studie het getoon dat verskeie
verskille bestaan in terme van studente se ouderdom, geslag, ras, taalvaardigheid, tipe
hoérskool wat bygewoon is, sowel as ouers se vlakke van opvoeding en die verskillende post-
registrasiefaktore wat ondersoek is. Verder het die hele stel van pre- en postregistrasiefaktore
sowel as die aparte stelle van preregistrasiefaktore en postregistrasiefaktore onderskeidelik 'n
beduidende gedeelte van die variansie van die akademiese sukses van die hele steekproef,
sowel as dié van die verskillende rassegroepe (aangewysde groep en wit groep), verduidelik.
Laastens het verskillende individuele veranderlikes 'n beduidende gedeelte van die variansie
van die akademiese sukses van die hele groep en verskillende rassegroepe verduidelik. In
terme van die kwalitatiewe gedeelte van die studie was studente se persepsies van akademiese

sukses gefokus op hoe hulle akademiese sukses definieer, hoe hulle 'n akademies suksesvolle
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student definieer, asook die gedrag wat 'n suksesvolle student sal vertoon. Laastens is die
individue wat n rol in studente se sukses speel sowel as ander aspekte wat moontlik n rol in
akademiese sukses speel, deur die kwalitatiewe gedeelte van die studie aangetoon. Nadat die
resultate van die twee gedeeltes van die studie geintegreer is, was dit duidelik dat die
voorspelling van akademiese sukses steeds baie kompleks is en dat verskeie pre- en
postregistrasiefaktore in kombinasie, eerder as individuele faktore in isolasie, meer suksesvol
in die voorspelling van akademiese sukses is. Hierdie studie dra by tot die bestaande kennis
ten opsigte van akademiese sukses in die Suid-Afrikaanse konteks, met ‘n spesifieke fokus op

nie-tradisionele studente.

Sleutelterme: akademiese sukses, hoér onderwys, studente se persepsies,

preregistrasiefaktore, postregistrasiefaktore
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Chapter 1: Context of the Study

“We, your children, are faced with a tremendous difficulty in terms of completion of
our studies and consequently obtaining our qualifications. We are frustrated, vulnerable,

emotional and injured — please intervene ...” (Badat, 2016, p. 10).

This #FeesMustFall statement from students demonstrates the astounding challenges
that students in higher education (HE) in South Africa (SA) are facing currently. The past two
years (2015-2016) witnessed a crisis in HE in SA with the #FeesMustFall movement
highlighting the inaccessibility of HE for many aspiring students and the many challenges
with which students must contend. Furthermore, many of the students that do manage to enter
South African HE institutions are underprepared for the HE context, which compounds the
problem of inadequate funding by inflicting a burden on the already extended academic and
support resources. Therefore, many students are struggling to succeed in demanding academic
programmes with little or no resources, while also working to manage financially, ultimately

resulting in academic failure.

The issue of student success, persistence, and the completion of their qualifications
has risen to the forefront of the national dialogue on higher education (HE) in SA (Young,
2016). However, despite the high interest from various sectors in the academic success of
students and the multiple definitions and conceptualisations of the construct, no clear answers
with regard to student success have been found. Consequently, it is essential for HE
institutions and researchers to investigate how to triumph over the student success problem.
Existing barriers to success and the persevering patterns of underperformance are not likely to
change without intervention, and an undeniable need for research to identify the factors
conducive to success remains (Mentz, 2012; Young, 2016). Therefore, the aim of this study
was to examine and gain insight into the factors and experiences related to academic success
among students in HE, as well as to expand on the existing model of academic success within
the SA context. The focus of the study was on academic success from a student perspective

and not an institutional perspective.

This chapter describes the higher educational climate with regard to international and
South African trends. Furthermore, since the population of this study was limited to students
from the University of the Free State (UFS), the educational context at this institution was
also explored, with a specific focus on the Faculty of the Humanities at the UFS. The
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rationale for the study is discussed briefly, where after the theoretical perspectives that
underpin the study are explored. Next, an overview of the research design and methods is

given, and lastly, the chapters that form part of the study are delineated.

1.1  Context of and Rationale for the Research Study

As stated above, this section focuses on the HE context. Firstly, trends, changes and
developments in the international HE context are discussed. Next, the history and current
situation in the South African HE milieu are examined, and lastly, the situation at the UFS

and the Faculty of the Humanities at this institution is explained briefly.

1.1.1 The international HE context. The academic success of students in HE still
remains a critical point of discussion worldwide, and HE institutions are under increasing
pressure to find solutions that will aid in the facilitation of student success (Berge & Huang,
2004; Jobe, Spencer, Hinkle, & Kaplan, 2016). In the United States of America (USA), HE
institutions have been facing challenges regarding student retention since the 1980s,
especially with regard to students from minority groups. Similarly, in the United Kingdom
(UK), the HE system is facing difficulties regarding increasing numbers of students enrolling
in HE, more diverse student bodies, and low success rates of students. In Australia, the focus
has shifted from elite education for small groups to delivering education and training of a high
quality to the masses (Jama, Mapesela, & Beylefeld, 2008; Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, &
Hayek, 2006; McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001).

The massification of HE on an international level has led to a more diverse student
body that poses many new challenges for HE systems (Altbach, Reisberg, & Rumbley, 2009).
An alarming finding on an international level is the large discrepancy in the success rates of
especially diverse demographic groups of students (Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 2009;
Carey, 2008). According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) (2008), it is unlikely that the situation of increasing student numbers, diverse student
populations, and poor student performance will change in the foreseeable future; therefore, it
is critically important to investigate factors affecting student success. Trowler (2010) agrees
that, because HE institutions are facing economic circumstances that are more strained and
are under more pressure to attract and retain diverse students, understanding student success

continues to be of crucial importance internationally.
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1.1.2 The South African HE context. The South African HE system faces even
more challenges than those described above due to the various changes in the educational
system since 1994 (Council on Higher Education (CHE), 2016; Department of Education
(DOE), 1998; De Wet & Wolhuter, 2009; Fraser & Killen, 2003; Jaffer, Ng’ambi, &
Czerniewich, 2007; Van Zyl, 2013). Similar to the school system before 1994, HE under the
Apartheid regime was designed to maintain the social, political, and educational advantage of
white students through an educational system of higher quality, while limiting access to
quality learning for students of colour (Boughey, 2004; CHE, 2004, 2016; Gbadamosi & De
Jager, 2009; Lange, 2006; Letseka & Maile, 2008; Steyn, Harris, & Hartell, 2014).
Participation rates of students of colour in HE were low and did not reflect the demography of
the country, and it did not contribute to the skills development needed for sustained growth in
SA (Lange, 2006). Although white HE institutions did allow students of colour to enrol
according to the Amendment Act no. 83 of 1983 (Agar, 1990), HE institutions truly started to
integrate students from a wide range of social and cultural backgrounds with different

expectations, needs, and academic competencies only after 1994 (OECD, 2008).

After 1994, the major focus in HE in SA was on increasing the number of student
enrolments from previously disadvantaged backgrounds. Unfortunately, increased enrolments
did not translate into success and retention (Cloete et al., 2002). According to the DOE (2005,
2008), since 1996, students’ retention rates decreased, while dropout rates increased. Basson
(2006) and Jama et al. (2008) were of the opinion that growing numbers of students were
enrolling in HE institutions without the basic academic skills and knowledge (e.g., critical
thinking, time-management skills, and organisational skills) that are needed to achieve

SUCCesSs.

Consequently, the DOE made several substantial changes to the Further Education and
Training (FET) programme (previously the Grade 10 to 12 curriculum), which focussed on
providing learners with the skills and knowledge necessary to achieve success in different
educational and/or occupational contexts (DOE, 1998; Potgieter, Davidowitz, & Mathabatha,
2008). Despite the changes to the FET programme, students remained unable to achieve
academic success in the HE context. According to a parliamentary portfolio committee
meeting of the DOE in June 2008, several aspects still raised concern. The first concern was
the fact that, regardless of their efforts, the school system in SA remained unable to deliver
students that were adequately prepared for the challenges of HE. Secondly, throughput rates

were a matter of concern. Less than a third of students enrolled in HE in SA were able to
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complete their qualifications within the expected time frames, and only seven of the 23 HE
institutions in SA achieved acceptable graduation rates among their students. Badat (2007), as
well as Letseka and Maile (2008), added that the graduation rate of 15% in SA was the lowest
in the world. This number was of even greater concern when the shortage of skills and
knowledge in the labour market was taken into account. Despite these concerns, some
improvements were highlighted during this meeting. Firstly, students from all race groups
finally had equal access to HE. Furthermore, an improvement could be seen in terms of the
equality of success rates of students, with 72% of black students, 76% of coloured students,
79% of Indian students and 85% of white students achieving success on an undergraduate
level in 2006 (see figure 1). Furthermore, all HE institutions had implemented student support
initiatives that offered support to especially students with specific challenges (DOE, 2008;
Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET), 2014a, 2016; Scott, 2009).

100.00%

80.00%
60.00%

40.00%

20.00%

0.00%

Black students Coloured Indian students | White students

|l success rates 72% 76% 79% 85%

Figure 1. Student success rates: 2006. Adapted from DHET (2016) and Scott (2009).

More recently, the CHE (2016) appointed a task team to evaluate the progress that the HE
system in SA had achieved in the 20 years since the end of the Apartheid era in 1994. The
task team found that the demographics of students enrolled in HE had seen dramatic changes
in the last 20 years, specifically with regard to increased access for previously disadvantaged
students. Student bodies at HE institutions in SA now consist of a majority of black students,
although the participation rates (the total student enrolment expressed as a percentage of the
20- to 24-year-old age group in the population) for black and white students are still
significantly different, with a 55% participation rate for white students and a 16%
participation rate for black students. Moreover, the national participation rate has increased
only slightly from 17% in 1996 to 19% in 2013, while the population of SA has increased
from 40.5 million to almost 52 million during the same period. These low participation rates
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affect social and economic development negatively and are a key factor in the shortage of
high-level skills in SA. Furthermore, presently, black African and female students still have
limited access to high-status, scarce-skill, and postgraduate programmes, while black African
students remain enrolled in the Humanities and Social Sciences to a great extent. This reveals
that the South African HE system have not yet fully changed the pre-1994 enrolment patterns
(DHET, 2016; Scott, Yeld, & Hendry, 2007). Similar to the findings of the reports above,
students’ success rates remain significantly skewed by race, and the educational system in SA
remains a low-participation system with high attrition rates (CHE, 2009, 2014; Grussendorff,
Liebenberg, & Houston, 2004; Scott et al., 2007; Van Schalkwyk, 2007).

In order to lower dropout rates among students, the CHE (2016) as well as Olani
(2009) pointed towards the importance of identifying factors that could be used by HE
institutions to identify students with a higher risk to drop out. The prediction of academic
success is of crucial importance to South African HE institutions, the government, students,
and their parents. Since the 1960s, several studies have been conducted in SA to identify the
factors that play a role in academic success. However, even after renewed efforts in the field
(after students of all races and backgrounds were allowed to enrol in HE in the 1990s), no
clear answer has been reached (CHE, 2016; Dixon & Durrheim, 2003; Mentz, 2012; Van Dyk
& Weideman, 2004). This study aimed to contribute to the body of knowledge regarding
factors that play a role in academic success in the diverse student body currently enrolled at
South African HE institutions.

1.1.3 Academic success at the University of the Free State (UFS) and the
Faculty of the Humanities. According to Pitkethly and Prosser (2001), HE campuses around
the world function differently; therefore, it is necessary to understand the unique climate,
history, and needs of the specific population under investigation. Similar to other HE
institutions in SA, the UFS has undergone several changes since its inception more than 100
years ago (Wilkinson, 2002). As stated in its integrated report, the UFS (2014) moved from
being a small English-medium college in the 1900s, to being a small Afrikaans-medium
university in the 1950s, to being a medium-sized parallel language HE institution across three
campuses during the early 2000s until currently. Moreover, the student body changed from
being entirely white to having a majority of black students. Additionally, the UFS also has to
contend with other complexities. Firstly, it is situated in a mainly rural province where
poverty and illiteracy has a negative effect on the potential of prospective students. It was

found that up to 10% of students enrolled at the UFS do not have the means to afford their
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most basic needs. Furthermore, the UFS is some distance away from the major economic
centres of Johannesburg and Cape Town and has to rely on a comparatively small fiscal base
from which to serve the needs of its students (UFS, 2012). These aspects pose several

challenges in terms of students’ success and throughput rates.

During his inaugural speech, Prof. Jansen (2009), former vice-chancellor of the UFS,
made it clear that the improvement of success rates at the UFS is critically important. He also
stated that the UFS would focus specifically on attracting students of a high quality as part of
his aim to improve student success. Jansen (2010) further declared that the entry requirements
of the UFS would be revised and that higher Grade 12 marks would be expected from
prospective students in order to improve the quality of students enrolled at the UFS.
Furthermore, since 2012, the UFS actively began to address the overall low rates of success
among students as well as the disparity in the academic success rates between students of
different racial and socio-economic backgrounds enrolled at the UFS (UFS, 2014). This was
done by focusing on two areas of student development, namely the “Academic Project”
(academic development and support), as well as the “Human Project” (social development
and support). The aim of this dual focus was to ensure that students could integrate
successfully into the UFS on academic and social levels. Lastly, the UFS also set in place
support services to aid students with specific needs (e.g., first-generation students and
students from low socio-economic backgrounds) in achieving success (UFS, 2012). The
subsequent success rates for undergraduate students in 2013 are set out in Table 1.

From the table, it is evident that only three of the’ faculties of the UFS (Health
Sciences, Natural and Agricultural Sciences, and Theology) have achieved success rates of
80% and more, as expected by the DOE (UFS, 2008, 2013). Additionally, although progress
has been slow, the Integrated Report (2014) showed that the UFS had seen a 4.04% increase
in the success rates of black students and a 1.64% increase in success rates of white students
between 2013 and 2014 (UFS, 2014).
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Table 1
Total Undergraduate Success Rates at the UFS in 2013
Faculty Black Coloured Indian White Total

Economic and Management Sciences 70.24% 71.98% 70.17%  82.76%  73.42%
Education 77.82% 73.76% 81.36%  85.75%  79.56%
Health Sciences 84.19% 88.32% 92.33%  96.73%  91.98%
Humanities 71.92% 71.95% 78.66%  83.07%  73.83%
Law 63.37% 66.49% 59.57%  73.67%  66.66%
Natural and Agricultural Sciences 75.06% 82.18% 78.72%  89.29%  80.48%
Theology 72.13% 84.20%  100.00% 88.98%  85.72%
Total 73.46% 73.23% 72.72%  86.58%  77.17%

Note. Adapted from www.ac.za/docs/default-source/annual-report-to-the-minister-of-education-2013-
2537.pdf?sfvrsn = 6. Copyright 2013 by the University of the Free State. Reprinted with permission.

The Faculty of the Humanities is the largest faculty at the UFS and offers a range of
programmes in the areas of language, cultural studies, and social sciences, with the highest
student enrolments in the B.A. General and B.Soc.Sc. programmes. Despite the efforts to
improve student success rates described above, success rates in the Faculty of the Humanities
remain below the DOE’s expected 80%. In an attempt to continue to improve the success
rates while still maintaining high access rates, the Faculty of the Humanities has implemented
several support programmes since 2009, including the New Academic Tutorial Programme
(NATP) and academic facilitation sessions (AFS), aimed at providing support to students and
enabling them to achieve success (UFS, 2008, 2011). However, despite the strong emphasis
and several efforts to improve the success and throughput rates of students at the UFS and the
Faculty of the Humanities, this remains an area of concern (UFS, 2008, 2013, 2014).

Considering the arguments above and the fact that student success rates remain low
despite various efforts from HE institutions, it is evident that no clear answers regarding
student success have been found on an international level or in SA. Therefore, the aim of this
study was to examine the factors and experiences related to academic success, specifically

among students in the Faculty of the Humanities at the UFS.

1.2 Theoretical Perspectives Underpinning the Study

The focus of the current study was on examining academic success among students
and the factors that could play a role in their academic success. Therefore, it was important,
firstly, to examine and understand theoretical approaches that aim to describe academic
success, and secondly, to examine factors that could possibly play a role in the academic

success of students.
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Kuh et al. (2006) and Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) stated that although a wide
spectrum of theoretical approaches to student success is available, no single theoretical model
is broad and complex enough to explain student success and retention accurately. For this
reason, various theoretical perspectives that describe student success from a variety of
different perspectives were utilised to inform this study. The current study aimed to explore
psychological, sociological, organisational, cultural, and economic approaches to student
success. By considering the approaches together, the aim was that the different theories would
provide a more holistic account of the diverse factors that play a role in student success (Kuh
et al., 2006).

The complexity of academic success becomes evident when considering the vast
number of theoretical approaches and models available on the topic and the different points of
view that these approaches propose. The approaches that were utilised in this study included
some of the most widely used international approaches, theories, and models specific to the
SA context. Several of the international models that were utilised to inform this study
focussed on the importance of students’ integration in their success (Berger & Milem, 1999;
Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004; Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, & Hengstler, 1992;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975). Moreover, the importance of the
involvement of students in their own academic careers was highlighted by several researchers
(Astin, 1984; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo’, 2005). Other
approaches examined the effect of external factors on the academic success of students (Bean
& Metzner, 1985; Cabrera et al., 1992) and several of the researchers also proposed that
different aspects should be taken into account for non-traditional students or students with
different characteristics than the factors that are important for traditional students (Bean &
Metzner, 1985; Bourdieu, 1977, 1984, 1986; Braxton et al., 2004). Finally, Kuh et al. (2006)
proposed a framework for student success in which they aim to integrate several of the most

important perspectives that explain student success from a holistic point of view.

SA models that were explored in this study aimed to include models that examined
academic success from an institutional point of view (Ogude, Kilfoil, & Du Plessis, 2012) and
from an individual point of view (Jama et al., 2008; Strydom & Mentz, 2010; Wilson-
Strydom, 2010). Strydom and Mentz (2010) built on the work of Kuh et al. (2006) in their
student engagement model and focussed on student engagement as one of the key elements in
student success in the SA context, while Wilson-Strydom (2010) focussed on the

preparedness of students entering HE institutions as a valuable contributor to academic
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success. Lastly, Jama et al. (2008) utilised the work of Bean and Metzner (1985), Spady
(1970) and Tinto (1975) to formulate their theory for non-traditional students in SA. After
examining some of the most widely used theories on academic success, the current study
aimed to put forward a model of student success that is relevant to this study by integrating

the information of the various theoretical models.

In addition to understanding the different theoretical approaches regarding academic
success, it was important to examine and understand the factors that could play a role in
predicting academic success of students. This study intended to focus on pre-enrolment
factors, factors that would play a role upon entering and integrating into the HE context, and

factors that would play a role in students’ ongoing academic careers and integration.

With regard to the pre-enrolment factors that the researcher endeavoured to consider,
various researchers pointed to the importance of students’ demographic attributes such as age,
gender and race in predicting their academic success (Adams & Corbett, 2010; Castro-Salazar
& Bagley, 2010; Leppel, 2002; Kuh, Cruce, Shroup, & Kinzie, 2008; McKenzie &
Schweitzer, 2001; Mentz, 2012). Next, students’ previous academic experiences, such as
Grade 12 performance, language proficiency, and the type of high school that students
attended were included in this study (Considine & Zappala, 2002; Hearn, 2006; Korobova,
2012; Martinez & Kilopott, 2003). The last category of pre-enrolment factors that was
considered for this study was students’ family background characteristics (Carlton, 2015;
Carnevale & Fry, 2000).

Next, the aim was to explore several factors that are important when students’ enter
the HE context. These factors included students’ initial educational goals and commitment to
the HE institution, academic self-concept beliefs, the physical and psychological energy that
students devote to their academic careers, and the degree for which students were enrolled
(Astin, 1984; Dambudzo, 2009; Donahue, 2015; Leppel, 2001; Tinto, 1993).

Subsequently, the researcher intended to discuss factors that are important in students’
integration with the HE context. Here, students’ academic integration (time spent on academic
tasks and students’ academic contact with staff and peers), social integration (students’ non-
academic contact with staff and peers, participation in extracurricular activities, and living on

or off campus), as well as external factors (financial responsibilities, family responsibilities,
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and employment responsibilities) were explored (Alderman, 2008; Bojuwoye, 2002; Coates &
Radloff, 2014; DeSimone, 2008; Donahue, 2015; Kuh, 2003; You, 2015).

Lastly, the aim was to examine aspects that are regarded as important during students’
ongoing academic careers and integration. Here, theories on academic (intellectual) and
psychological (non-intellectual) outcomes were considered. In terms of academic outcomes,
students’ academic and intellectual development was examined, and in terms of psychological
outcomes, students’ subsequent educational goals and commitment to the HE institution were
highlighted (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Reason, 2009; Tinto, 1975).

These sections of the study aimed to inform this research study thoroughly with regard
to academic success and to gain insight into aspects and factors that could affect student

success, as set out by previous research studies.

1.3 Overview of the Research Design and Methods

To reach the aim of this study, namely to understand the factors and experiences
related to the academic success of students in the Faculty of the Humanities, the following
research questions were posed:

Research question 1: Are there significant differences in students’ academic success

and post-enrolment factors with regard to various pre-enrolment factors?

Research question 2: Can a significant amount of the variance in academic success of
students from designated (students from all racial backgrounds except white) and white

groups be explained by various pre-enrolment and post-enrolment factors?

Research question 3: Can a significant amount of the variance in academic success of
first-, second-, third-, fourth- and fifth-year students be explained by various pre-enrolment

and post-enrolment factors?
Research question 4: What do students think affects their academic success?

The pre-enrolment factors that were considered included age, gender, race, language
proficiency, Grade 12 performance, high school attended, and parental levels of education.
The post-enrolment factors that were considered included initial educational goals, initial

commitment to the HE institution, physical energy devoted to HE activities, psychological
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energy devoted to HE activities, academic self-concept, participation in academic activities,
academic contact with staff, academic contact with peers, non-academic contact with staff,
participation in extracurricular activities, non-academic contact with peers, living
arrangements, financial responsibilities, family responsibilities, and employment

responsibilities.

Owing to the complexity of academic success, and to answer the research questions
above adequately, a mixed-methods approach (Brannen, 2005) was utilised in the study. By
making use of a mixed-methods approach, the researcher was able to draw from the strengths
of both quantitative and qualitative research methods, while the weaknesses of both these
methods can be minimised (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). While quantitative methods
were utilised in the examination of the first three research questions, the fourth research

question was answered by making use of qualitative methods.

The population of interest in the present study was students from both genders, all race
groups, and all age groups in their first to fifth years of study in the Faculty of the Humanities
at the UFS. Different sampling methods were utilised to select participants for the quantitative
and qualitative sections of the study. While a non-probability sampling method (Howell,
2004) was utilised in the quantitative section of the research, a purposive sampling method
(Patton, 2002; Stake, 2005) was used to obtain participants during the qualitative section of
the study.

Quantitative and qualitative data were collected. For the quantitative section of the
study, an online battery of surveys was sent to the entire cohort of students in the Faculty of
the Humanities. This battery included information regarding participants’ demographic
information, an academic self-concept scale, scales regarding participants’ academic and non-
academic contact with staff and peers, and scales to measure participants’ levels of motivation
and commitment to their academic goals, to name only a few. The data from the
questionnaires were supplemented by additional information obtained from the UFS Student
Academic Services, such as participants’ language proficiency scores (where available), as
well as participants’ academic performance in the various modules of their degree
programmes. For the qualitative section of the study, data were gathered by making use of
focus groups. Only students that participated in the quantitative section of the study were
included in the focus groups. The recruited students participated in one of the six focus group

sessions that were conducted.
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When considering the data analysis for the quantitative section, descriptive statistics
were utilised for both the categorical and continuous variables measured in this study, and
multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVAS) (Pallant, 2013) were used to determine
whether significant differences existed between various groups on a range of different
variables. Furthermore, this study used multiple regression analyses (Montgomery, Peck, &
Vining, 2001) to determine the amount of variance in academic success that can be explained
by a number of variables. In the qualitative section of the study, thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006) was employed to identify important themes

regarding students’ experiences of academic success and the factors associated with it.

In terms of the ethical considerations of the study, ethical clearance to conduct this
study was obtained. Furthermore, informed consent was obtained from participants for both
the quantitative and qualitative sections of the study, and participants’ information was treated
as confidential. The researcher aimed to minimise any negative effects that participation in the
study might have had on participants by firstly ensuring that participants knew what would be
expected of them if they chose to participate, but also by informing participants of the support

and counselling services available to them, should they need such services.

1.4 Delineation of Chapters

Chapter 1 has provided the rationale for the study, described the research questions
posed in the study, and briefly outlined the methodology that was employed in conducting the

research.

Next, the focus of Chapter 2 is the academic success of students in HE. Firstly, the
aim of the chapter is to conceptualise and define the term academic success. Next, frequently
used conceptualisations of academic success are discussed before a conceptualisation of
academic success specific to this study is put forward. Lastly, widely used theoretical
approaches that aim to describe student success are examined, where after an overarching,

integrated theoretical model for this study is proposed.

In Chapter 3, the predictors of academic success, as presented in the integrated model
of academic success, are discussed. Firstly, the pre-enrolment stage of the model is discussed
according to demographic attributes, previous academic experiences, and family background
information. Secondly, the entry into HE stage of the model is considered with specific focus

on students’ initial academic goals and their initial commitment to the specific HE institution.
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Thirdly, the HE experience stage is examined by discussing academic integration factors,
social integration factors, and external factors. Lastly, the ongoing integration stage is

considered.

The focus of Chapter 4 is the methodology employed in the current research study.
Firstly, the research aims, questions, and hypotheses are presented, where after the research
design is examined. Moreover, the population group, sampling methods, and final sample for
both the quantitative and qualitative sections of the study are discussed. This chapter also
focuses on the different methods of data collection and data analysis for both the quantitative
and qualitative sections of the study. Lastly, a discussion regarding issues of trustworthiness
and ethical considerations concludes the chapter.

In Chapter 5, the results of this study are presented. In the quantitative section of this
chapter, the descriptive and inferential statistics are discussed. In terms of the qualitative
results, students’ experiences of academic success and the factors they associate with

academic success are presented.

Thereafter, the focus of Chapter 6 is on examining the results that were set out in the
previous chapter to answer the research questions utilised in the study. The aim was to
integrate the results of the quantitative and qualitative sections of the study and link the
results of this study with existing research in the field of academic success.

In Chapter 7, the main research findings in this study are discussed, and
recommendations for future research are made. Finally, the limitations of the current research
and recommendations for future studies are presented, and a comprehensive conclusion of the

research study is presented.

1.5  Chapter Summary

This chapter gave an overview of the current educational context internationally and in
SA. Furthermore, the specific climate and context at the Faculty of the Humanities at the UFS
were described briefly. Next, the theoretical perspectives that were utilised in this study were
discussed, and a brief overview of the rationale for the study, the research design, and
methods was presented. Lastly, a summary of the chapters that form part of the study was
given. In Chapter 2, the term ‘academic success’ is explored from various individual,

institutional, and theoretical perspectives.
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Chapter 2: Academic Success in Higher Education

In the previous chapter, the reader was introduced to the current higher educational
context in SA. In this chapter, the focus is specifically on the concept academic success in HE
institutions. Although research in the HE sector has focussed increasingly on student success,

no consensus has been reached on what student success essentially is.

In the first section of this chapter, frequently used definitions and conceptualisations
of academic success are provided to arrive at a conceptualisation specific for this study. The
chapter commences with a discussion of various theoretical perspectives used to describe
student academic success. In the concluding section of the chapter, an integrated theoretical
model of academic success specific to this study is presented.

2.1  Conceptualising Academic Success

Given the high interest from various quarters in academic success in the HE sector, it
is not surprising to find that multiple definitions and conceptualisations of the construct exist
(Korobova & Starobin, 2015). Mentz (2012) states that the study of student success is
complicated by two aspects: firstly, the immense number of outcomes included in student

success, and secondly, the lack of uniformity in defining these outcomes.

In this section, a number of conceptualisations of academic success are described.
Firstly, definitions from an institutional point of view are explored, and secondly, attention is
given to conceptualisations from an individual (student) point of view. Key terms currently
utilised in HE literature are identified, and finally, a definition of academic success as

employed in the current study is provided.

2.1.1 Institutional definitions of academic success. While the focus of this study

is on the individual, it is important to take note of the institutional definitions of success.

Venezia, Callan, Finney, Kirst, and Usdan (2005) state that institutions regularly use
indicators of students’ success such as student achievement (measured by students’ marks),
persistence to the next year of study, the length of time it takes to complete the degree,

graduation rates, and enrolment in tertiary education.

14



Factors and experiences related to academic success

In SA, the DOE (2001) in its National Plan for Higher Education (NPHE) identified
different terms for the measurement of student success from an institutional point of view

(Watson, 2008). These terms are examined briefly in the next section.

2.1.1.1 Graduation, throughput and success rates. The first term used for
measuring student success is the graduation rate of students. The graduation rate is calculated
by taking into account the proportion of students enrolled for a specific degree in a particular
year who will graduate in that year. According to Bunting and Cloete (2004), Subotsky
(2003), and Watson (2008), the value of using the graduation rate of students as an indicator

of success is complicated by three factors.

Firstly, the duration of the degree is an important consideration. Hypothetically, the
graduation rate for a one-year degree could be 100%, while the graduation rate for a three-
year degree could be only 33,3% (because only a third of students enrolled for a three-year
degree would be in their final year). Although the NPHE (DOE, 2001) recognised this factor
by setting different indicators for different degrees, this is still unsatisfactory because, for
example, all qualifications of three years and less are grouped together, irrespective of their
duration. A second factor that influences the efficiency of graduation rates as measurement of
student success is the number of occasional students in the higher educational system. These
students participate in single modules for their own benefit, and will not graduate in that
specific degree. Currently, occasional students are included in graduation rate calculations.
The third and last influencing factor is the consistency of intake numbers of the degree.
Calculations of graduation rates rely on the hypothesis that the student intake for a degree will
remain constant over the duration of the degree. In practice, however, this is not always the
case. When considering the three factors mentioned above, it is clear that the use of
graduation rates can be highly problematic (CHE, 2009; Murray, 2014; Steyn & De Villiers,
2007; Watson, 2008).

Throughput rates can be defined roughly as the number of students that complete their
degrees. The CHE (2010) stated that different HE institutions use different measures to
calculate throughput rates and that it is difficult to produce a single measure of throughput.
Therefore, graduation rates are used as proxy for throughput rates in the SA context. This
poses several problems, because it does not allow for a true understanding of the factors
associated with graduation rates (Mentz, 2012). Moreover, Letseka, Cosser, Breier, and Visser
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(2010) pointed out that the use of throughput rates are problematic in SA due to limited cohort
studies that track students from their first year to graduation.

The success rate of students refer to the proportion of full-time equivalent credits
earned, divided by the number of full-time equivalent enrolled students. In other words, the
success rate of students refers to the number of modules passed as a percentage of all the
modules registered in any given year. This can also give an indication of the pass rate of a
specific module (DOE, 2001). According to Letseka et al. (2010), a success rate of 80% is
considered an acceptable benchmark for contact students (full-time equivalent enrolment

students).

2.1.1.2 Dropout rates. Another term used by the DOE (2001) in the NPHE to
measure student success, namely dropout rates, can be described as the number of students
who have not graduated and who have also not returned to the institution to register for the

next year of study. It is important to consider several challenges in using this indicator.

Firstly, Lehr, Johnson, Bremer, Cosio, and Thompson (2004) indicated that dropout
rates and graduation rates do not correlate directly with each other, which results in
conflicting information. This happens because of the use of different definitions and methods
of calculation. In SA, this proves to be true, as the CHE (2010) stated that HE institutions
across the country do not make use of a consistent definition of dropout rates. Different
institutions use different reasons for classifying students as dropouts. While some institutions
differentiate between the different reasons that cause students to drop out, e.g., academic
factors, financial factors, or the students’ choice to discontinue their studies, other institutions
do not take the reason for dropping out into account. This limits the efficacy of comparing

dropout rates of one institution with another (Mentz, 2012).

Another important aspect is the differentiation between students who drop out and
students who discontinue their studies (Murray, 2014; Stratton, O’Toole, & Wetzel, 2005).
Students who discontinue their studies temporarily withdraw from HE but complete their
education eventually. Stratton et al. (2005) emphasised the importance of distinguishing
between these two groups, because failure to do so may lead researchers to identify factors
related to true long-term dropout incorrectly. Furthermore, the success of interventions aimed

at students at risk might be limited if a distinction between these two groups cannot be made.
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2.1.1.3 Retention. Rintala and Kairamo (2011) indicated that a simplistic definition
of retention is that students stay enrolled in HE institutions until the completion of a degree.

However, Hagedorn (2006) identified at least four basic types of retention.

Firstly, institutional retention is described as the most basic type of retention and is
calculated by considering the proportion of students that remain enrolled at the HE institution

from year to year.

Alternatively, system retention is defined as the number of students that remain
enrolled in the HE system, regardless of the specific institution where the students are
enrolled. This method takes into account students that transfer from one HE institution to
another and makes more effective reporting of student graduation possible. However, this
measure is very costly and difficult to implement. Furthermore, Letseka et al. (2010) reported

that system retention had been impossible in the SA context up to the time of their research.

The third type of retention, discipline-specific retention, involves retention within a
major area of study. In the SA context, the discipline would refer to a specific programme.
Thus, it will be possible for students to be retained in a specific institution, but not in a

specific discipline or programme.

The last measure of retention examines retention at micro level. Module-specific
retention is measured by scrutinising module completion. Information gathered on this level
can indicate low completion rates in specific modules, regardless of whether students were

retained at institutional level (Hagedorn, 2006).

Roberts and Styron (2011) were of the opinion that it is very difficult to define all
student enrolment behaviours as either retained or not retained and that, at times, current
measures of retention fail to account for part-time students, transfer students, and returning
students. Hagedorn (2006) agreed that new measures of retention that include these students
are being investigated. She furthermore stated that single measures of retention do not portray

the full picture of student success and that multiple measures should be taken into account.

2.1.1.4 Enrolment patterns. According to the DOE (2014a), the aim of focusing on
student enrolment patterns is to enable student success through access to HE. In SA,
considerable effort has been made to increase student enrolment counts, especially in the case

of previously disadvantaged students. By planning for and studying enrolment patterns,
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institutions and government become aware of the number of students from different groups
enrolled for specific academic programmes and are able to assess which areas require further
attention. Moreover, enrolment numbers could inform strategies for improving academic
development and support, addressing obstacles in the system, increasing student financial
support, promoting inclusive institutional cultures and social cohesion, and addressing
infrastructure backlogs (DOE, 2014a).

Several researchers pointed to evidence that delaying enrolment for HE decreases the
probability that students will persist and obtain a degree (Adelman, 2006; Kuh, Kinzie,
Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2007; Mentz, 2012; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Furthermore,
the nature of students’ enrolment patterns affects their success. Firstly, students who
discontinue their studies for a period are less prone to persevere to complete their degrees than
students with uninterrupted enrolment are. Additionally, full-time enrolled students are more
likely to persist than their part-time counterparts (Kuh et al., 2007; Murray, 2014; Mentz,
2012; Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education, 2015).

Bunting and Cloete (2004) called attention to several inadequacies of the above-
mentioned performance indicators on institutional level. The first shortcoming is that these
indicators focus on inputs and outputs, but do not consider the quality and broader social
aspects of education. Secondly, all the indicators are of a quantitative nature and therefore do
not consider the complexity of student success. The third limitation is that these quantitative

indicators individually present no context of what is being measured.

As can be seen from the discussion above, the use of institutional conceptualisations
of academic success is of utmost importance, but all of these conceptualisations present with
some inherent limitations, which might result in a skewed image of the true nature of student

academic success in HE.

2.1.2 Individual conceptualisations of academic success. In contrast to
institutional conceptualisations, which are important in reporting institutional and national
trends in academic success in HE, many researchers prefer to use a more individual or student
focus when examining academic success. Also, for the purpose of this study, it is of vital

importance to examine academic success from an individual perspective.

When examining individual measures of academic success, opposing approaches
emerge (Weaver, 2011; York, Gibson, & Rankin, 2015). On the one hand, supporters of the
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testing and assessment approach advocate the use of quantitative assessment measures to
determine student success and performance. Kuh et al. (2006) and Weaver (2011) indicated
that the promoters of the testing and assessment approach define academic success in terms of
students’ performance in tests and examinations, postgraduate achievements, and even post-
education employment and income. On the other hand, a more holistic view of academically
successful students may include qualitative aspects such as students’ goals upon their
enrolment, students’ satisfaction with their HE experience, being comfortable and affirmed in
the learning environment, and students’ personal development (Kuh et al., 2006; Mentz, 2012;
Strauss & Volkwein, 2002; York et al. (2015). These approaches are discussed in the

following sections.

2.1.2.1 Academic success versus academic performance. Academic success and
academic performance are related terms that are used interchangeably in various studies; yet,

subtle differences exist.

According to Plug, Louw, Gouws, and Meyer (2007), performance can be defined in
two ways. Firstly, performance can be viewed as the achievement of a goal, for example
passing a test or examination. Secondly, performance can be defined as the level of success
that was achieved in a task; for example, the extent to which learning tasks (e.g., tests and
exams) was mastered. Kuh et al. (2006) referred to the performance of an individual in a
specific assessment task (e.g., test, assignment, or exam) as an important indicator of

academic success.

On the other hand, Naudé, Jansen, Greyling, and Esterhuyse (2011) defined academic
success as the cognitive and associated skills that enable an individual to master academic
information to such an extent that the individual passes the academic year. Leibowitz, Van der
Merwe, and Van Schalkwyk (2009) were also of the opinion that academic success is

characterised by a combination of students’ skills, strengths, and attitudes.

Animasahun (2010) summarised the difference between academic performance and
academic success as follows: “Academic performance is a means to an end; academic success
is an end in itself. It [academic success] is therefore, the cumulative effect of various good
academic performances attained over a period of time” (p. 521). For example, students who

achieve consecutive successes in assignments, tests, and exams in a specific module will
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ultimately be successful in passing the module. Similarly, success in individual modules will

lead to students passing the academic year successfully.

Keeve, Naudé, and Esterhuyse (2012) defined academic performance as an indication
of a performance level achieved on a specific assessment task, while academic success is

more holistic, including cognitive and non-cognitive factors.

Definitions of academic performance seem to indicate quantitative outcomes (like the
performance level achieved in a test or exam), while the term academic success comprises a
combination of qualitative and quantitative outcomes (e.g., performance levels achieved on
tasks, as well as students skills, strengths, and attitudes) (Animasahun, 2010; Keeve et al.,
2012).

2.1.2.2 Quantitative measures of academic success. Frequently used quantitative
measures of academic success include aspects such as students’ achievements in academic
tasks (e.g., passing a test or exam), as well as the levels of these achievements (e.g., obtaining
a distinction in a module) (Kuh et al., 2006; Plug et al., 2007). Mentz (2012) indicated that
other commonly used quantitative outcomes include enrolment in postgraduate programmes
and students’ performance in discipline-specific exams (e.g., professional board exams in the

case of psychology graduates).

An important aspect to consider regarding quantitative measures of academic success
is the use of performance in a single assessment task or module versus making use of the
average performance scores in several assessment tasks or modules over a longer period.
Marzano (2000) indicated that, although the use of single performance scores may be helpful
in assessing competence in a single domain, the use of average scores in multiple domains is
accepted widely as the most effective way to summarise student performance. Howell (2004)
and Lazer et al. (2010) were of the opinion that no single assessment can be an accurate
indication of student success and that the use of average performance scores will give a better

indication of success.

Additionally, a distinction can be made between the dichotomous measurement of
guantitative aspects and the continuous measurement thereof. Dichotomous measurements
only allow for students’ performances to fall into one of two categories (e.g., pass or fail),
whereas continuous measurements also take into account the extent to which students are

successful or not (e.g., students with a higher average will be more successful than students

20



Factors and experiences related to academic success

with a lower average will be, although both groups of students have passed their academic
year and can thus be regarded as academically successful). According to Keeve et al. (2012),
continuous measurements of academic success will give a more comprehensive picture of

student success than dichotomous measurements will.

Mentz (2012) as well as Sahraee, Mahdian, and Dinarvand (2015) stated that, although
quantitative outcomes are more easily defined and measured than qualitative outcomes are,
the full meaning of academic success is not always captured by quantitative outcomes.
Moreover, quantitative outcomes used independently fail to indicate the complexity and
context of student success (Bunting & Cloete, 2004). Consequently, a combination of
qualitative and quantitative outcomes is preferred.

2.1.2.3 Qualitative measures of success. In the previous section, the need for also
taking into account qualitative outcomes of academic success was pointed out. The American
Federation of Teachers (AFT) for HE (2011) was of the opinion that not enough emphasis is
placed on the qualitative aspects related to student success. The AFT for HE (2011) postulated
that an important aspect to take into account is students’ goals for themselves. They declared
that measuring student success merely by using degree attainment will reflect a
misinterpretation of success. Students’ academic goals must be evaluated throughout their
educational career to enable a better perspective of student success.

The AFT for HE (2011) highlighted three factors that it believed are at the centre of
student success, namely exposure to knowledge in a variety of areas, the development of
intellectual abilities, and the attainment of applied professional and technical skills. Various
researchers pointed to the importance of qualitative academic success outcomes, such as
engagement in educationally purposeful activities, student satisfaction, the acquisition of
knowledge, skills and competencies, the attainment of educational goals, the extent to which
students feel comfortable in their learning environment, as well as personal development
(Astin, 1993; Kuh et al., 2006, 2007; Sahraee el al., 2015; Strauss & Volkwein, 2002).

In SA, an outcome-based educational system (OBE) was implemented after 1994. The
outcomes indicate certain levels of knowledge and skills that students have to master by the
end of their learning process. Although these outcomes are ultimately reflected in test scores
and performance levels, the OBE system also takes into account more holistic and qualitative
aspects of success by considering the skills that students have attained during the process of
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active learning (Davin, 2009; Mokhaba, 2005). The knowledge, values, and skills highlighted
by OBE are aligned with the expectations of the South African Qualifications Authority
(SAQA) (1997), such as the importance of thought and exploration of diverse strategies for
successful learning, participation in various communities as responsible citizens, as well as

cultural and ethical sensitivity in different social contexts.

However, qualitative factors pose problems of their own, as the measurement of

qualitative factors can be very expensive and time consuming (Mentz, 2012).

2.1.2.4 A holistic and contextualised conceptualisation of academic success. From
the discussions in the previous sections, the importance of both quantitative and qualitative
measures of academic success to obtain a more holistic view of student success is clear.
Keeve et al. (2012), Kuh et al. (2007), Leibowitz et al. (2009), and Sahraee et al. (2015)
indicated that, although direct (gquantitative) measures of students’ academic success
(performance in tests and exams) are of great value, measures of success must be broadened

to include qualitative aspects.

The current study aimed at providing a holistic conceptualisation of academic success
that includes both quantitative and qualitative measures of success. In terms of quantitative
aspects of academic success, students’ averages in core modules were used to determine their
academic success. The focus was not only on students’ achievements in one specific academic
task or assessment, but included various academic performances over a period. Furthermore,
continuous measurement of students’ performances was utilised by considering the extent to
which students were successful or not (final modules marks), rather than just classifying them
as passing or failing. This was complemented by qualitative measures such as students’
experiences and perceptions of their own success. Thus, the term academic success was

favoured above the term academic performance.

2.2  Theoretical Perspectives on Academic Success

Kuh et al. (2006), as well as Pascarella and Terenzini (2005), agreed that a number of
sound theoretical perspectives and approaches are utilised to explain academic success. No
single theoretical model is comprehensive enough to explain student success and retention
accurately. The vast number of student characteristics, educational policies, and institutional
conditions that relate to student success are just too complicated. According to Kuh et al.

(2006), theories approach student retention and success from various points of view, i.e.
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psychological, sociological, organisational, cultural, and economic perspectives. Although
each perspective focuses on academic success from a unique point of view, some overlap
exists between the different perspectives. Taken together, the various theoretical perspectives
of student success provide a holistic account of the diverse factors pertaining to student

persistence and success (Kuh et al., 2006).

Several psychological theories have been used to attempt to explain the complicated
process of student success and retention. The focus of psychological theories is on individual
personality attributes (Al-Dossary, 2008). These include Rousseau’s (1995) psychological
contract theory, Bandura’s (1997) self-efficacy theory, Rotter’s (1966) locus of control model,
Dweck’s (2000) theory on self-intelligence, as well as Bean and Eaton’s (2001-2002) attitude-
behaviour theory. Although Bandura’s (1997) theory was not specifically aimed at examining
academic success, he and other researchers did investigate the effect of self-efficacy on
academic success (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996; Chemers, Hu, &
Garcia, 2001; Komarraju & Nadler, 2013). Similarly, while Rotter’s theory was developed
initially as a theory of personality, several researchers have since used his theory in examining
academic success (Bar-Tal & Bar-Zohar, 1977; Findley & Cooper, 1983; Stipek & Weisz,
1981). Models that are discussed later in this section that relate to the psychological
perspectives of success are Astin’s (1984) notion of the psychological energy (motivation)
that students devote to their academic experience. Braxton et al. (2004), Kuh et al. (2006), and
Wilson-Strydom (2010) also mention psychological aspects such as students’ motivation and

academic self-efficacy as important entry characteristics in students’ success.

Sociological perspectives of student retention are utilised to focus on the social forces
that are of importance in students’ success (Tinto, 1993). Sociological perspectives include
the work of Spady (1970, 1971) and Tinto (1975). Both of these models, as well as some of
the models that were based on the work of Spady (1970, 1971) and Tinto (1975), are included
in the discussion below (Berger & Milem, 1999; Braxton et al., 2004; Cabrera et al., 1992;
Jama et al., 2008; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980).

On the other hand, organisational approaches to student success emphasise the
institutional structures and processes that could affect student retention. Institutional aspects
include the size of the institution, selectivity, resources available, and student-staff ratios (Kuh
et al., 2006). Bean and Metzner (1985) incorporated external factors with their attrition model

while acknowledging the importance of students’ behavioural intention to persist. However,
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Kuh et al. (2006) argued that the relationship between features of institutional functioning and
student behaviour are not well explained in Bean’s model; therefore, they developed their

own model to explain student success. Both these models are discussed in the section below.

Related to organisational approaches, cultural perspectives focus on the effect of the
culture of the institution on the academic success of students. Kuh et al. (2006) reported that
many historically disadvantaged and underrepresented students encounter challenges when
they enrol in HE. This is because the patterns and structures of the institution are biased
toward traditional students (Thomas, 2002). In SA, the role of the institutional culture on
student success is indicated by the CHE (2010). Cultural perspectives include Bourdieu’s
(1977, 1984, 1986) cultural capital theory, as well as Ogbu’s (1990) cultural-ecological (CE)
theory of minority student performance. Bourdieu’s (1977, 1984, 1986) theory is discussed
later in this section to gain a better understanding of the effect of cultural aspects on academic

SUCCESS.

Lastly, by making use of economic perspectives, the factors that affect student
retention are viewed in terms of costs and benefits. The college choice nexus model of
Paulsen and St. John (1997, 2002) is a three-stage model that includes manners in which
socioeconomic factors could affect students’ choices to attend HE. Furthermore, it also
consists of the effect of students’ experiences at the HE institution on their judgments as to
whether the benefits of studying exceed the cost thereof (Paulsen & St. John, 2002). Several
of the models and theories discussed below include socioeconomic and financial aspects as
important variables in students’ success (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Braxton et al., 2004; Cabrera
et al., 1992 Jama et al., 2008; Kuh et al., 2006; Reason et al., 2005).

In the following sections, some of the most widely used theories and models of
academic success are described to shed light on the complicated matter of student retention

and success.

2.2.1 Spady’s theory of student departure. Spady (1970) was the first to apply
Durkheim’s (1961) theory of suicide to student dropout (Aljohani, 2016). According to
Durkheim (1961), individuals are more likely to commit suicide when they are not
sufficiently integrated into society on two levels, namely moral (value) integration and

collective affiliation. Spady (1970) (see Figure 2) postulated that, when the HE system is
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viewed as a social system with its own values and social structures, one can treat dropout

from the HE social system in a manner equivalent to that of suicide.

Spady (1970) proposed that five variables (academic potential, normative congruence,
grade performance, intellectual development, and friendship support) contribute directly to
students’ social integration and could influence dropout decisions indirectly through the
mediating variables of satisfaction and commitment. According to Spady (1970), family
background affects both the academic potential and the normative congruence of students. He
defined students’ normative congruence as students’ goals, orientations, interests, and
personality dispositions, as well as the consequences of the interaction between these
attributes and the different subsystems of the HE environment. Grade performance and
intellectual development are influenced by students’ academic potential, whereas grade
performance, intellectual development, and friendship support are influenced by students’
normative congruence. Moreover, normative congruence, grade performance, intellectual
development, and friendship support all affect students’ social integration. In turn, social
integration influences students’ satisfaction with the HE institution, which consequently
affects students’ commitment to the institution (Al-Dossary, 2008; Aljohani, 2016; Hodum,
2007; Jobe et al., 2016; Seidman, 2005).

Spady (1970) postulated that students’ levels of commitment to the institution have a
direct effect on students’ decisions to drop out of the HE institution. In addition, academic
performance has a direct effect on dropout decisions because students with poor academic
performances may be dismissed for academic reasons. Furthermore, students’ commitment to
the institution have a direct effect on students’ normative congruence by altering students’

goals, motivation, and interests (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011).
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Figure 2. Spady’s (1970) theory of student departure. Adapted from Spady (1970, p. 79).
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In 1971, after Spady had applied the model in a longitudinal study, he modified it by
adding variables and the changing relationship between variables. Spady (1971) added
structural relations as a variable and made friendship support a division thereof because he
found friendship support to be directly dependent on elements in the family background and
normative congruence. Most of the main revisions in the model occurred due to differences
based on gender. Spady (1971) found that grade performance was the most important factor in
attrition for male students, while commitment to the institution and social interaction were
secondary factors. For female students, however, dropout decisions were based primarily on

their commitment to the institution and secondarily on their academic performance.

As more students of diverse races enrolled in HE institutions, Spady’s (1970, 1971)
model was criticised as being repressive and normative. Furthermore, the idea of membership
or the meaning of affiliation was questioned, as the model failed to acknowledge the presence
of multiple communities in an HE institution and students’ various affiliations with these

communities (Hader, 2011).

2.2.2 Tinto’s student integration theory. Tinto’s (1975) student integration theory
is one of the most widely discussed and researched models of student success. The wide-
ranging nature of this model is partly responsible for its international appeal (Braxton, 2003).
Tinto’s theory is based on Durkheim’s (1961) theory of suicide and Spady’s (1970) theory of
student departure (Aljohani, 2016; Bontrager, 2015; Jobe et al., 2016).

Tinto’s (1975) theory (as presented in Figure 3) can be viewed as a longitudinal
process in which the degree to which students become integrated with the academic and social
spheres of the institution is of paramount importance in student success (Bontrager, 2015;
Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011; Rovai, 2003; Tinto, 1993). Academic integration
refers to students’ academic performance and intellectual development, whereas social
integration can be defined as the quality of students’ relationships with peers and staff (Al-
Dossary, 2008; Rovai, 2003). According to Tinto (1975), students’ academic performance
relates to their meeting the standards of the academic institution in which they are enrolled,
while intellectual development pertains to students’ identification with the norms of their
academic system. Moreover, social integration occurs largely through informal peer group
interactions, semi-formal extracurricular activities, and interactions with academic and
administrative staff in the HE institution. Successful social interactions in these areas result in

varying degrees of social communication, support from friends, support from academic staff,
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and collective affiliation, which in turn can influence students’ commitment to the institution
(Brundsen, Davies, Shevlin, & Bracken, 2000).

Tinto (1993) pointed out that both types of integration need to be present.
Furthermore, academic and social integration may have a reciprocal relationship whereby too
much focus on one of these aspects may lead to a lower level of integration in the other
(Manan, 2007). Tinto (1975) explained that specifically excessive interaction in the social
domain may detract from time spent on academic activities and, therefore, could lower
academic performance and eventually lead to academic dismissal from the HE institution. He
added that voluntary dropout rarely occurs because of excessive social interaction.
Furthermore, whether excessive social interaction would lead to poor academic performance
appears to be related to the types of individuals with whom the interaction occurs. If
friendship ties are established with academically oriented individuals, the tension between the
academic and social spheres of the HE may be alleviated; however, the opposite also seem to
be true (Tinto, 1975).

Tinto (1975) indicated that students enter university with several background
characteristics, including family backgrounds, individual attributes, and previous academic
experiences. Students’ background characteristics influence students’ initial goals and
commitment to the institution at the beginning of their HE careers (Strahn-Koller, 2012).
However, the initial goals and levels of commitment to the institution can change over time
because of students’ level of integration with academic and social spheres of the HE
institution (Brundsen et al., 2000; Manan, 2007). Tinto (1975) stated that, finally, the
interaction between individuals’ commitment to the goal of college completion and their
commitment to the HE institution will ultimately result in their persistence or dropout

decisions.

In later research, Tinto (1987, 1993) utilised Van Gennep’s (1960) theory regarding
rites of passage and its’ three stages to describe the process of student integration (Aljohani,
2016). Van Gennep (1960) believed that, in order for individuals to pass from one stage of the
lifecycle to another, three distinct stages of transformation occur, namely separation,
transition, and incorporation. Tinto (1987, 1993) applied Van Gennep’s (1960) work to his
student departure theory by describing the changes that students undergo as they transform
from adolescents to adults during their HE experience (Huffman, 2010; Lemmens, 2010).
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Tinto (1987, 1993) was of the opinion that students drop out from HE institutions
when their rites of passage are incomplete. The first stage of the students’ experience is
separation. In this stage, it is required of students to dissociate themselves from their previous
communities (family, school, friends, and place of residence). These previous communities
have different values, and norms, as well as behavioural and intellectual styles, from those of
the HE institution. Therefore, some degree of transformation is necessary to enable students to
integrate with the HE system successfully (Elkins, Braxton, & James, 2000). The second
stage of students’ experience is transition. In this stage, students find themselves separated
from previous communities but not fully integrated with the new HE community. Many
students withdraw from the HE institution at this stage because of the struggle to cope with
the stressful nature of the transition. During this stage, students’ goals and commitment to the
institution play an integral role. If students are committed to the goal of completing their
education and to the institution, the stressors of this stage can be conquered (Tinto, 1987). The
last stage of the process, incorporation, can happen only after students have completed the
stages of separation and transition. At this stage, students are expected to have become
integrated or incorporated in the HE community. Students are considered to be integrated
successfully with the HE community when certain values and habits are adapted and
solidarity in the HE community is achieved (Huffman, 2010; Lemmens, 2010).

Despite the popularity of Tinto’s theory, it has only modest empirical support (Kuh et
al. 2006). Braxton, Sullivan, and Johnson (1997) appraised Tinto’s theory and found that only
eight of the 11 multi-institutional research projects that aimed to link academic integration
and persistence could provide proof of the relationship. In single-institution projects, 19 of the
40 studies could not find any link between academic integration and persistence. Kuh et al.
(2006) stated that the relationship between social integration and student persistence could be
shown with more success. Increased social integration leads to better commitment to the
institution, which in turn influences persistence positively. Moreover, Paulsen and St. John
(2002) stated that the theory neglects to explore the role of financial aspects on student
success. Finally, Tinto (1993) pointed out that the theory fails to distinguish between factors

leading students to transfer from one HE institution to another, rather than drop out.

Tinto (1993), as well as Tinto and Pusser (2006), refined the original theory and
ultimately developed two new models. Firstly, Tinto’s (1993) longitudinal model of
institutional departure is a modification of his original theory. Tinto (1993) added two

constructs: external commitments and intentions. Tinto (1993) stated that students’ intentions
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have a direct influence on their commitment to their goals and to their commitment to the
institution. In turn, both of these directly influence student retention. External commitments
include aspects such as families, neighbourhoods, peer groups, and work environments, which
can also directly influence students’ commitment to their goals and commitment to the
institution (Al-Dossary, 2008; Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011). Secondly, in Tinto and
Pusser’s (2006) model of institutional action for student success, the focus is on the ways in
which the institution must address student experiences in the classroom, as well as faculty
actions to create a culture in which students are expected to succeed. The emphasis is not on
student characteristics or forces outside the institution because they are believed to be beyond
the control of the institution’. Aspects such as the level of support that is offered to students,
feedback given to students, and how well students are integrated with the HE community are

regarded as important.
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Figure 3. Tinto’s (1975) Student integration theory. Adapted from Tinto (1975, p. 95).
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2.2.3 Astin’s student involvement theory. In his student involvement theory (as
presented in Figure 4), Astin (1984) postulated that students learn by becoming involved. This
theory has its roots in a previous longitudinal study of dropout phenomena in which Astin
(1975) attempted to identify factors in the HE context that affect persistence of students. In
this theory, the degree to which students are involved in the institution is imperative to student
success and retention (Jobe et al., 2016; Rand, 2016).

Astin (1984) defined student involvement as the level of physical and psychological
energy that students devote to the academic experience. He views physical energy as students’
behaviour and psychological energy as the level of motivation that students possess.
Therefore, highly involved students can be depicted as anyone who dedicates significant
energy to studying, spends adequate time on campus, actively participates in student

organisations, and interacts frequently with peers and staff.

Astin’s (1984) theory includes five basic hypotheses. Firstly, involvement requires the
investment of energy (physical and psychological) in various aspects. These aspects may be
highly specific or generalised. Secondly, involvement is described as a continuous concept, as
different students invest different levels of energy in various objects at different times.
Thirdly, students’ involvement comprises quantitative and qualitative elements.
Consequently, the number of hours students spend on studying and the quality of studying
that takes place is of importance. Fourthly, the amount of student learning and development is
comparable directly with the quality and quantity of student involvement. Lastly, the success
of any educational policy is related to its ability to increase student involvement (Ahmad &
Said, 2016; Rand, 2016).

Moreover, Astin (1993) contended that measures of involvement include those at the
beginning of the HE career, such as place of residence, prospective degree, and financial aid,
as well as factors describing student-environment interaction, such as student involvement

with staff and peers, and work and academic effort.

Although much research was done on Astin’s (1984) theory, Pascarella and Terenzini
(2005) asked the question whether Astin’s concepts meet the definitions of a theory. To be
confirmed a theory, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) recommended that Astin’s (1984) ideas

of student involvement be broadened to include a detailed description of the behaviours being
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predicted and the factors thought to influence involvement. Furthermore, the way in which the

variables influence one another should be described.
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2.2.4 Bean and Metzner’s student attrition theory. Bean and Metzner’s (1985)
student attrition theory (as presented in Figure 5) emphasised that students’ decisions to leave
an HE institution are similar to adults’ decisions to leave the workplace (Aljohani, 2016). This
theory was developed specifically for non-traditional students because Bean and Metzner
(1985) were of the opinion that most retention theories focus too much on socialisation to
explain retention and do not consider external factors. External factors include aspects such as
finances, hours of employment, outside encouragement, commitment to academic goals,
family responsibilities, satisfaction, and stress levels. These external factors could affect the
integration of non-traditional students. Non-traditional students are described as individuals
older than 24 years, or individuals that do not live on campus or are part-time students, or a
combination of these factors. These students are mainly interested in the academic aspects of
the institution and are influenced by the social environment of HE institutions to a lesser
extent (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Woods, 2016).

According to Bean and Metzner (1985), four sets of variables can influence student
retention and success. These variables include academic variables, background and defining
variables, environmental variables, and social interaction variables. Academic variables or
academic performance variables include aspects such as study habits, absenteeism, the variety
of degree programmes available, the fit between student and academic programme, and
academic advising, while background and defining variables include aspects such as
demographic information, high school experiences, residence status, ethnicity, age, and
educational goals. Additionally, environmental factors include aspects such as encouragement
and/or support by family members and employers, hours of employment, family
responsibilities, and finances. Lastly, social interaction variables include the quality and

quantity of students’ interaction with the social system of the HE institution.

In interaction, these variables lead to academic outcomes as measured by academic
performance and psychological outcomes as measured by aspects such as goal commitment,
commitment to the institution, stress levels, and satisfaction. Bean and Metzner (1985) found
that the most important differences between traditional and non-traditional students in the
attrition process is that non-traditional students are affected more by the external environment,
whereas social integration variables are more significant in the persistence of traditional
students. Thus, when environmental support is positive, students would be expected to remain
enrolled because the environmental support compensate for negative academic variables.

Likewise, it seems that psychological outcomes are more important to non-traditional students
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than academic outcomes are. Consequently, if scores on both outcomes are high, students are
more likely to persist, and if both are low, students are likely to drop out. However, if
psychological outcomes are low and academic outcomes are high, students will be likely to
drop out, and if psychological outcomes are high and academic outcomes are low, students
will likely persist in their education (Al-Dossary, 2008; Woods, 2016).

Some criticism against this model is that, despite all indicators of Bean and Metzner’s
(1985) model as a good fit for student success research, few scholars have tested its
effectiveness (Keller, 2011). Stahl and Pavel (1992) reported that, based on their analysis of
data using structural equation modelling, Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model was a weak
fitting model.
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2.2.5 Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, and Hengstler’s integrated model of student
retention. Cabrera et al. (1992) stated that, although various theories and models have
endeavoured to clarify the student success process, only two theories have offered
comprehensive explanations on student persistence, namely Tinto’s (1975) student integration
theory and Bean and Metzner’s (1985) student attrition model. Cabrera et al. (1992) attempted
to provide evidence that there are significant similarities between the two theoretical
frameworks and that the two models can be combined to increase the understanding of the
process of student success (Aljohani, 2016; Cabrera et al., 1992). These two models were

merged into one integrated student retention model (as presented in Figure 6).

Cabrera et al. (1992) examined the similarities between Tinto’s (1975) and Bean and
Metzner’s (1985) theories and concluded that in both models, retention is viewed as a
complex set of interactions over time. In addition, pre-enrolment factors are highlighted in
both models as important aspects in the adjustment and integration of students. Lastly, the
importance of a successful match between the student and the institution for student retention

is indicated in both models.

On the other hand, differences also exist between the two theories. Unlike Tinto
(1975), Bean and Metzner (1985) focussed on factors external to the institution and view
aspects such as parental approval, finances, support from friends, and the chance to transfer to
another institution as important. Furthermore, empirical research conducted on the two
theories proposes different perspectives on the factors that have the strongest effect on student
success. Tinto (1975) suggested that academic integration, social integration, commitment to
the institution, and goal commitment have the strongest effect on student success. Bean and
Metzner (1985), however, proposed that students’ intentions to persist, attitudes, institutional
fit, and external factors have the greatest effect on student success (Al-Dossary, 2008).

Cabrera et al. (1992) effectively combined the two models discussed above. In their
model, the experiences of students are represented by two elements, namely social integration
aspects that include experiences with fellow students and academic integration aspects that
involve interactions with academic staff and other staff of the institution. Academic and social
integration are affected by students’ financial attitudes and the encouragement they receive
from family and friends. In turn, academic and social integration experiences affect students’
academic performance (academic and cognitive development, as well as academic and

intellectual growth) and students’ commitment to both the HE institution and the goal of
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obtaining a degree (Al-Dossary, 2008). Students’ academic performance and their
commitments once again affect their intent to persist, which directly influences their actual
persistence. In terms of the strength of the influences between the various factors, Cabrera et
al. (1992) found that students’ intent to persist has the greatest effect on student persistence,
followed by academic performance, commitment to the institution, encouragement from
friends and family, commitment to goals, academic integration, financial attitudes, and social
integration. In terms of students’ intent to persist, commitment to the institution had the
greatest effect, followed by encouragement from friends and family, commitment to goals,

academic integration, social integration, and financial attitudes.

Cabrera et al. (1992) stated that generalising their findings to other institutions should
be approached cautiously because the patterns underlying student persistence may vary at
different institutions. However, their findings may be used as a starting point in studying

student success at different institutions.
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2.2.6 Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon’s theory of student departure. Braxton
et al., (2004) proposed a revision of Tinto’s (1975) model to account for commuter HE
institutions (as presented in Figure 7). The’ contribution of this model involves identifying the
background factors related to social integration. Braxton et al. (2004) postulated that students’
entry characteristics influence ’their initial commitment to the institution because it affects
students’ commitment to the goal of graduation and their commitment to the institution.

Entry characteristics include aspects such as gender, race, ethnicity, socio-economic
status, academic ability, motivation, self-efficacy, anticipatory socialisation, high school
academic preparation, parental education, and the ability to afford HE. Commitment to the
institution is represented in the beliefs and values of the institution. When students’ values
and beliefs and those of the institution are congruent, students will be more likely to
participate in proactive social behaviour and psychosocial engagement. Proactive social
behaviour can be described as the tendency to approach the demands and pressures of social
integration positively, while psychosocial integration is the level of energy students devote to
interactions with peers and involvement in activities of the HE institution (Braxton et al.,
2004; Lemmens, 2010).

The greater students’ initial commitment to the institution is, the greater the social
integration and successive commitment to the institution and persistence will be (Braxton et
al, 2004).

As explained in the model, factors that affect withdrawal from HE differ in residential
and commuter institutions. Braxton et al. (2004) focussed solely on the academic success of
students in commuter institutions. They indicate that in commuter institutions, a further
contributor to withdrawal is relevant, namely the external environment. Factors included in
this category are finances, support, work, family, and the community. Entry characteristics in
commuter institutions also differ from those in residential institutions and include motivation,
self-efficacy, empathy, affiliation needs, and socialisation (Braxton et al., 2004; Braxton &
Lien, 2000).

Braxton et al. (2004) indicated that their model pertains only to four-year commuter
institutions and that other institutions were not included in their study. Furthermore, the
model does not identify the departure process for different types of students. Lastly, the model

includes student entry characteristics as a general category, and research that is more specific
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2.2.7 Milem’ and Berger’s behaviour-perception-behaviour cycle model. Milem
and Berger (1997) proposed that, as students become more involved in HE, they develop
observations about the institution that can affect their commitment to the institution and their
social integration. Milem and Berger (1997) developed the behaviour-perception-behaviour
cycle model (as presented in Figure 8) by using concepts from Astin’s (1984) theory of
involvement and Tinto’s (1975) interactionalist model of student departure to describe the
process of students making successful transitions into the HE institution and being integrated
with the HE system (Gieg, Oyarzun, Reardon, & Gant, 2016; Jobe et al., 2016).

Astin’s (1984) ideas about involvement and Tinto’s (1975, 1993) views regarding
social and academic integration were modified into one model. In Tinto’s (1993) model,
students become integrated with the HE experience by first separating from experiences,
followed by a transition period during which students are exposed to new ideas, practices, and
values of the institution. After the transition phase, an incorporation phase follows,
characterised by the adoption of norms and acceptance of behaviours of the institution.
According to Milem and Berger’s (1997) behaviour-perception-behaviour cycle model,
students arrive at the institution with certain entry characteristics and different levels of
commitment to graduate from the institution. This stage is referred to as the initial
commitment to the institution (IC1). As students encounter new ideas and experiences and
interact with staff and peers, they begin to develop perceptions regarding these experiences, as
well as ideas about the institution. Students’ perceptions influence the degree to which they
become academically and socially integrated with the HE setting. Being incorporated is
explained as the extent to which students feel they “fit” into the HE environment and the
degree to which they are supported by the institution. On the other hand, if no or minimal
interactions between staff and peers take place, lower levels of academic and social

integration can be expected (Waters, 2008).

Furthermore, Milem and Berger (1997) suggested that students’ perceptions regarding
their HE experiences and their levels of academic and social integration could influence future
levels of involvement and commitment to the institution (IC2), as well as decisions regarding

departure from HE.

Waters (2008) stated that, although Milem and Berger’s (1997) model has been
supported in literature, the model was tested at a highly selective institution with a small

African American population. Berger and Milem (1999) proceeded to seek further
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understanding of the relationship between behavioural involvement and integration with the
HE system in their later examination of the behaviour-perception-behaviour cycle model by
addressing the limitations of their previous work. Berger and Milem (1999) explained that,
although their original model extends knowledge regarding the student persistence process,
the model can be improved in three ways. Firstly, only the direct effects among variables were
examined. It is important to consider indirect effects among variables as well (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1991). Secondly, the model was developed in an exploratory manner. Berger and
Millem (1999) suggested a more prudent examination of how the student persistence process
works. Lastly, the authors state that the original model used a proxy measure of persistence

(students’ intent to return) rather than an actual measure of student persistence.
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Figure 8. Berger and Milem’s (1999) behaviour-perception-behaviour cycle model. Adapted

from Berger and Milem (1999, p. 645)
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2.2.8 Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory. Bourdieu (1977, 1984, 1986)
hypothesised that cultural capital that is held by families and individuals and transferred from
one generation to another, is an important contributing factor in individuals’ academic success
(see Figure 9) (Jensen & Jetten, 2015). Bourdieu (1977, 1984, 1986) described cultural capital
as a scarce resource that provides individuals with knowledge and practical skills (specifically
the ability to use and understand academic language) of the educational system. Moreover, he
was of the opinion that cultural capital is acknowledged and rewarded by the institution and

peers in the HE institution.

According to Bourdieu (1977, 1984), cultural capital promotes academic success
through different pathways. Firstly, children inherit cultural capital from their parents. This
can happen passively through exposure to their parents’ cultural capital, or actively when
parents deliberately endeavour to transfer cultural capital to their children (Jeeger, 2011). This
cultural capital is embedded in children’s knowledge, language, and mannerisms; in what
Bourdieu (1977) termed their habitus. Whereas cultural capital is defined as knowledge and
skills, habitus is defined as a set of attitudes and values. Bourdieu (1977, 1984, 1986) argued
that cultural capital is introduced in higher socio-economic class homes and enables students
from a higher socio-economic class to be more successful in achieving success than students

from a lower socio-economic class are.

Secondly, Bourdieu (1977, 1984, 1986) posited that the educational system assumes
that students will possess cultural capital and that HE systems are designed to identify and
reward cultural capital. However, because not all students possess cultural capital, teaching
and learning can be inefficient to a great extent. Furthermore, academic and other staff may
misinterpret students’ cultural capital as demonstrations of actual academic competence and
then develop biased opinions of students. Biased perceptions of staff could lead to preferential
treatment by staff and peers from an early stage in students’ educational careers. This, in turn,
could lead to better academic development because of more inputs from staff and peers
(Jeeger, 2011). Thus, it will enable students from higher socio-economic classes to maintain
their superior class position and make it very difficult for students from lower socio-economic

classes to succeed in the educational system.

In SA, home language versus a second or additional language is an aspect of cultural
capital that is of particular relevance (Boughey, 2002; Leibowitz, 2005). Most learners in SA

are educated in a language that is not their home language. Various researchers from SA and
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international settings have indicated the importance of language proficiency as a component
of the social class-related discourse that students acquire, which has a strong effect on their
academic performance on HE level. Furthermore, the geographical and psychological
segregation of many young South Africans have led to limited ranges of experience on many
levels. The result of limited experiences is that what is taught in HE remains abstract and
theoretical for many students (Boughey, 2002; Hornberger & Chick, 2001; Leibowitz, 2005).

According to Jeeger (2011), although the positive effect of cultural capital on academic
success has been indicated by various research studies, Bourdieu’s (1977, 1984, 1986) theory
can be criticised for not being precise enough regarding exactly which aspects associated with
higher-class homes lead to cultural capital and how these resources affect academic success.

Cultural capital influences

Passively from exposure to parents
Actively from parents teaching
children

Cultural capital that individuals
possess when entering HE
institution (including language
proficiency)

Educational system rewarding cultural capital
[ Staff } [ Peers ]

Academic success

Figure 9. Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital. Adapted from Bourdieu (1986, pp. 241-258).
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2.2.9 Pascarella and Terenzini’s attrition theory. The attrition theory of
Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) was built on the work of Spady (1970), Astin (1984), and
Tinto (1975). Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) highlighted the informal interactions between
students and faculty as important aspects in student success. Not only the frequency of
informal contact between staff and students but also the quality of such contact is regarded as
important (Abdullah, Teoh, Samsilah, & Jegak, 2015; Aljohani, 2016; Dornan, 2015).
Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) stated that such non-academic contact is of greater
importance to students who have a lower initial commitment to their goals of HE completion.
Therefore, regular quality informal contact with staff could serve as a compensatory factor in

student persistence, especially for students who seem most likely to drop out.

Furthermore, Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) stated that it is necessary to consider
several factors to understand the exceptional influence of non-academic contact between a
student and staff on student success. These aspects include students’ background experiences,
students’ actual experiences of HE, and salient institutional factors such as the institution’s

culture, structure, and standards.

As presented in Figure 10, student characteristics, institutional characteristics and
three independent variables (informal contact with staff, educational outcomes, and other HE
experiences) influence one another (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980). Student characteristics
include students’ family backgrounds, aptitudes, aspirations, personality, goals, secondary
school achievements and experiences, expectations of HE, and openness to change, while
institutional factors comprise aspects such as the staff culture, organisational structure,
administrative policies, institutional size, and academic standards. Student background
characteristics and institutional factors reciprocally influence one another, while the
independent variables — informal contact with staff, educational outcomes, and other HE
experiences — are all influenced by student background characteristics and institutional factors
(Aljohani, 2016; Dornan, 2015; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980).

Moreover, all the independent variables influence one another reciprocally. Informal
contact with staff encompasses aspects like the context in which contact takes place, the
amount of exposure to informal contact, the focus of the contact between students and staff,
and the effect of such contact. Educational outcomes include students’ academic performance,
intellectual and personal development, academic aspirations, satisfaction, and integration with

the HE institution. Lastly, other HE experiences comprise the peer culture, classroom
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experiences, extracurricular activities, and leisure activities. Since all three of the independent
variables influence one another, a problem in one area may affect another area. Educational
outcomes are the only variable that has a direct effect on students’ decision to drop out. All
other aspects affect the decision to drop out or persist indirectly through their effect on

educational outcomes (Dornan, 2015; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980).

Al-Dossary (2008) indicated that this theory has been criticised because it was

developed from a study at a single institution.
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Figure 10. Pascarella & Terenzini’s (1980) attrition theory. Adapted from Pascarella &

Terenzini (1980, p. 569).
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2.2.10 Reason, Terenzini, and Domingo’s comprehensive model of influences on
student learning and persistence. Reason et al., (2005) built on the work of Pascarella and
Terenzini (1980) in their comprehensive model of influences on student learning and
persistence (see Figure 11). Reason et al. (2005) aimed to explore a broad range of factors
influencing student success, especially in the first academic year (Geng & Midford, 2015;
Naidoo & Lemmens, 2015). They hypothesised that students come to HE institutions with a
range of demographic, personal, and academic attributes and experiences that influence
students’ engagement or involvement in the HE institution. In turn, the levels of involvement
are shaped by academic and non-academic experiences and conditions. A fourth domain,
namely the institutional context, serves as the context in which all of the above dynamics
occur. Reason et al. (2005) were of the opinion that the more actively students are involved in
the academic and non-academic experiences of the HE institution, the more growth they will

experience (Michel, 2016).

As stated above, the first component that Reason et al. (2005) indicated is the pre-
enrolment characteristics and experiences of students. These include aspects such as students’
socio-demographic traits, their abilities, and experiences in high school. According to Reason
et al. (2005), students’ pre-enrolment characteristics will shape students’ engagement or
involvement in various aspects of the HE institution. Involvement or engagement levels are
also shaped by the different curricular, classroom, and out-of-class experiences that students
have. Curricular experiences include aspects such as the modules and degrees for which
students are enrolled, while classroom experiences encompass aspects such as the pedagogical
approaches that are used and the behaviours of lecturers. Out-of-class experiences indicate the
extent to which students make use of the learning opportunities that the HE institutions offer

outside of classrooms.

Another important aspect of this model is the organisational context that students enter
upon enrolment. This includes features such as organisational structures, policies and
practices, and the faculty culture (Reason et al., 2005). Reason et al. (2005) were of the
opinion that the more students engage in HE experiences, the more they will grow and the
more likely they will develop academic competence. In turn, this will increase the probability

of persistence.
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Reason et al. (2005) indicated that information from only two sectors of American HE
(small private liberal arts colleges, and comprehensive public universities) was utilised to

inform their model and that the model should be generalised to other institutions with caution.

Student pre-enrolment
experiences
Socio-demographic traits
Abilities
High school experiences
Other experiences

HE experience

Organisational context

Organizational
structures, policies
& practices

\4
Peer environment

Individual student experiences

Out-of-
class
experiences

Curricular
experiences

Classroom

experiences

A 4

Student learning,
development and
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A 4

Figure 11. Reason, Terenzini, and Domingo’s (2005) comprehensive model of influences on
student learning and persistence. Adapted from Reason et al. (2005, p. 154).
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2.2.11 Kuh et al.’s framework for student success. Kuh et al. (2006) proposed a
framework for student success (as presented in Figure 12) in which they aim to integrate
important theories in explaining student success. Kuh et al. (2006) argued that student success
indicators must be broadened to include aspects relevant to different types of students,
including adult, lifelong, and special students. They also viewed underprepared students as
special students (Michel, 2016).

Firstly, the pre-enrolment factors of students are taken into account. These include
secondary school experiences, family background and support, financial aid, demographics,
enrolment choices, motivation, and academic preparation and skills. The pre-enrolment

factors affect the chances that students will do what is necessary to succeed in HE.

Secondly, the transitions with which students must cope successfully are regarded as
important. These include tutor and facilitation classes that must be attended to acquire
academic skills, financial aid policies that could facilitate or obstruct enrolment, and working
off campus, which could lower engagement with the HE system (Kuh et al., 2006).

Thirdly, the HE experience itself includes two facets, namely student behaviours and
institutional conditions. Student behaviours include the time students spend on academic
activities, interaction with lecturers and other staff, motivation, and peer interactions.
Institutional conditions comprise the first-year experience, academic support, campus
environment, peer support, resources, educational policies, programmes and practices, and
structural features. In this model, Kuh et al. (2006) proposed that high levels of student-staff
contact, as well as active and collaborative learning that is supported by inclusive and
supportive institutional environments, are related to student satisfaction and persistence
(Jensen & Jetten, 2015; Pascarella, 2001; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).

According to Kuh et al. (2006), an important element of student success, namely
student engagement, is present at the meeting point between student behaviour and
institutional conditions. Engagement is identified by student-staff interaction, active and
collaborative learning, high expectations, and motivation. All the elements relate to
persistence, educational attainment, and student satisfaction leading to student success (Das,
2009; Korobova & Starobin, 2015).

Next, Kuh et al. (2006) also considered the desired outcomes and post-tertiary
indicators of student success. These include the performance of students, the learning and
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gains that they have undergone during their HE experience, and ultimately, their graduation
from the HE institution. Furthermore, HE institutions should aim to prepare and motivate

students for lifelong learning and employment.

Finally, contextual aspects are also considered. Students’ HE experience will be
influenced by economic forces, globalism, and the educational policies of the country.
Additionally, the demographics, policies, and accountability of the HE institution will also

affect students’ experiences.

Kuh et al. (2006) acknowledged that, although their model encompasses various
aspects and processes related to student success, many questions regarding success remain

unanswered.
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Figure 12. Kuh et al.’s (2006) framework for student success. Adapted from Kuh et al. (2006,
p. 11).
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2.2.12 Ogude, Kilfoil, and Du Plessis’s student academic development and
excellence model. In SA, various researchers have been investigating student success (Ogude
et al., 2012; Potgieter, 2010). The focus of many research studies has been on how key factors
in the external environment severely affect the approaches HE institutions in SA must adopt
to bridge the gap from school to HE. These factors include aspects such as poor schooling for
the majority of prospective students, an undifferentiated HE system, and the yet to be
established predictive validity of the new National Senior Certificate examinations for HE
study (Collier-Reed, Wolmarans, & Smit, 2010; Scott et al., 2007). Moreover, the bridging of
this gap must be achieved in the midst of multiple institutional demands, an environment with
limited resources, as well as an academic environment in which under-preparedness affects

the majority of students in undergraduate programmes (Ogude et al., 2012).

Faced with these challenges, Ogude et al. (2012) aimed to develop a model that would
enable the strategic management of student success, enhance the quality of the undergraduate
experience, and improve performance indicators (as presented in Figure 13). Although the
focus of their research was not on academic success per se, but rather on institutional
strategies to address the challenges that South African HE institutions face, their work is still

relevant to this study.

Ogude et al. (2012) focussed on finding solutions for four identified problem areas.
The first problem Ogude et al. (2012) aimed to solve was the lack of a systemic approach to
the first-year experience and student success. The researchers found a developmental research
paradigm with the following five principles to be the most successful: endorsement at the
highest level (support from the government), institution-wide involvement (participation from
all sectors of the HE institution), a data-driven approach (making use of data gathered from
different sectors of the HE institution), implementation and assessment of initiatives (putting
initiatives into action and evaluating their effect), and continuous improvement of
interventions (after evaluating the effect of interventions, improvements can be implemented).
The first two principles were addressed successfully by making use of developmental
research, and the last three principles were addressed through a systems approach at the
specific institution. This systems approach includes an input dimension (identifies the
resources or organisational input required to implement the institutional programme), a
process dimension (identifies the locus of the interventions), an output dimension (desired
results in the short term), an impact dimension (intended or unintended changes determined

by case studies and surveys), and lastly, an outcome dimension (changes in participants’
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behaviour, knowledge, skills, and level of functioning in the long term) (Charlton & Andras,
2003). Ogude et al. (2012) were of the opinion that these five dimensions would provide a

structure for sustained and systemic intervention.

The second problem area is the location of initiatives in peripheral units. Ogude et al.
(2012) proposed that student success initiatives should address the entire student HE cycle,

from registration to graduation.

Thirdly, stand-alone initiatives that are not linked to academic disciplines, as well as a
lack of participation by academic staff, prove to be problematic. Ogude et al. (2012)
recommended that academic disciplines and specific modules should be used as the focus of
student success initiatives. They suggest that more focus should be placed on problem
modules than on problem students and to design interventions for these modules that include
all students that are registered for the module. This is in line with the views of Fanghanel
(2007), as well as Marshal, Adams, Cameron, and Sullivan (2000) that institutions should
provide a scope for departments to adapt institutional policies regarding academic success
interventions. With regard to the involvement of academic staff in student success
interventions, Ogude et al. (2012) advised that attention be paid to the improvement of

curricula, pedagogy, and methods of assessment.

Lastly, Ogude et al. (2012) were concerned about the exclusive focus on the retention
of limited student subgroups instead of focusing on the retention rates of diverse student
populations. The authors point to the need for an institutional, student- and staff-focussed
organisational approach. This corresponds with what Tinto (2006) suggested, namely a model
of institutional action that presents strategies for the development of programmes and policies,

but that also connect these institutional policies to practices for students and staff.
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Figure 13. Ogude et al.’s (2012) student academic development and excellence model.
Adapted from Ogude et al. (2012, p. 29).
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The first dimension of Ogude et al.’s (2012) model is the input dimension. This
dimension includes three sublevels that would ultimately improve student readiness, namely
institutional, faculty, and student readiness interventions. Examples of interventions in this
dimension are teaching and learning policies, students’ academic skills development, and

enriched learning environments.

The second dimension of the model is the implementation or process dimension. In
this ongoing and dynamic process, the focus is first on identifying problem modules and
employing resources to improve the possibility for academic success. Secondly, by making
use of a tracking system, students at risk are identified and resources, including academic
advisors, tutors and counsellors, are utilised to improve students’ chances of success. The
effect of interventions is reviewed continually by taking feedback from students and staff into
account. Information gathered through the feedback sessions are used to formulate changes, if

necessary.

The third and last dimension of the model is the output dimension whereby the results
of all interventions are visible in the improved success rates of students. Success rates are

indicated by improved retention and throughput rates of students.

Ogude et al. (2012) pointed out several limitations of this model. Firstly, the model
was designed for a specific university, and more research will be required before the model
can be implemented in different contexts. Secondly, the model is still evolving, and more
work is needed to redefine certain aspects of the model. Lastly, the authors express a need for

cohort studies in which the initiatives of this model are tracked systematically.

2.2.13 Strydom and Mentz’s student engagement approach. Strydom and Mentz
(2010) built on the work of Kuh et al. (2006) and focussed on student engagement as one of
the key elements in student success in the SA context (see Figure 14 for a conceptualisation of
their approach). Strydom and Mentz (2010) asked the questions of how success rates at South
African HE institutions can be improved, how institutions can assist students coming to HE
from inadequate school systems, and how HE institutions can make provision for students

from diverse backgrounds with diverse life experiences.

Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, and associates (2005), Pascarella and Terenzini (2005),
and Strydom and Mentz (2010) indicated that more than a decade of research points to
academic preparation, motivation, and student engagement as being the three best predictors
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of academic success. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) and Strydom and Mentz (2010) were of
the opinion that, regrettably, the only possible way to control academic preparation and
motivation is to employ more rigid admission or selection criteria. They proposed that this is
not a viable alternative in a century where, internationally, but also in SA, increased access to

HE institutions for students from diverse backgrounds is paramount.

They suggested that by focusing on engagement, institutions are offered the
opportunity to enhance the prospects for a diverse range of students to be successful in HE
(Perry & Perry, 2015). Letseka et al. (2010) and Strydom and Mentz (2010) stated that student
engagement represents a multi-faceted approach to understanding students. This approach
focuses on student behaviours and institutional conditions (Madhav, Joseph, & Twala, 2015).
These two elements are connected closely because the way in which institutions invest
resources and design learning environments will channel student efforts into the correct types
of activities. Research on student engagement enables institutions to create an environment

that is more supportive for students and that can lead to improved retention and success.

Strydom and Mentz (2010) defined student engagement in terms of two key
components: firstly, what students do (the time and energy they devote to educationally
purposive activities), and secondly, what institutions do (the extent to which institutions
employ effective educational practices to encourage students to do the right things). Strydom
and Mentz (2010) attempted to apply the institutional conditions and aspects (benchmarks)
that are conducive to academic success to the SA context. Originally, Kuh et al. (2005)
developed these benchmarks for HE institutions in the USA. The benchmarks are described as
broad, abstract categories that represent important student behaviours and institutional factors
that are associated with several desired HE success outcomes. Institutions can use benchmarks
to assess the occurrence of effective educational practices and to estimate the effectiveness of
their efforts (Kuh et al., 2005; Strydom & Mentz, 2010). The five benchmarks for successful
educational practices comprise the level of academic challenge, active and collaborative
learning, student-staff interaction, enriching educational experiences, and a supportive
campus environment. Strydom and Mentz (2010) propose that these can be used to improve

the positive outcome of HE, such as higher throughput and success rates.

The first benchmark, level of academic challenge, is defined as the extent to which
students find their academic work challenging and creative. This benchmark is important

because being academically challenged is regarded as a central aspect in student learning and
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development. Secondly, active and collaborative learning could be defined as the degree of
students’ involvement in their own learning processes. Students could be expected to learn
more and be more successful if they are strongly involved in their own learning and if it is

expected of them to reflect on their own learning processes.

Level of academic Active and Student-staff
challenge collaborative interaction
learning
Enriching

Supportive campus

educational environment

experiences

A 4 A 4 A 4

\ 4

A

Measures of Student engagement

Higher
probability of
student success
and persistence

Higher levels of
student
engagement

Figure 14. A conceptualisation of Strydom and Mentz’s (2010) student engagement approach.
Adapted from Strydom and Mentz (2010, pp. 1-41).

The third benchmark, student-staff interaction, is described as the amount of contact
students have with staff members inside and outside the classroom. By interacting with staff
members in different contexts, students learn from experts how to solve problems, and the
probability of success is improved. Fourthly, enriching educational experiences is defined as

the number of complementary learning opportunities in which students are involved. Learning
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activities external to students’ academic curricula will complement their academic curricula
and enhance learning. Lastly, supportive campus environment could be described as students’
experience of their campus environment and relationships with peers and staff members. The
more supportive students experience the HE environment and the better the quality of
relationships with staff and peers, the more engaged students could be expected to be (Kuh et
al., 2005; Strydom & Mentz, 2010).

All these practices will lead to better student engagement, which in turn will bring
about higher levels of student success (Strydom & Mentz, 2010). Student engagement is
empirically linked to student success in HE (Kuh et al., 2005, 2007; Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005). Higher student engagement levels are associated with higher academic marks in
assessment tasks, higher persistence rates among students, and improved graduation rates.
Furthermore, research at the Indiana University Centre for Postsecondary Research indicated
that higher levels of engagement are linked with academic success for all students, especially
for historically disadvantantaged students, regardless of their pre-enrolment experiences,
academic preparation, and motivation (Kuh et al., 2007; Strydom & Mentz, 2010; Theron,
2015).

In terms of the relationship between the benchmarks for engagement and academic
success, studies indicate that higher scores on four of the five benchmarks (only excluding
enriching educational experiences) correlate significantly with the academic success of
students. Furthermore, in the case of students at risk, high-quality relationships on campus, a
supportive campus environment, interaction with staff, and increased reading and writing

proved to be beneficial in the academic success of students (Strydom & Mentz, 2010).

Although data gathered through their research is valuable to HE institutions, continued
longitudinal research is necessary to make an analysis of trends and interventions possible at
systemic, inter-institutional, and intra-institutional levels (Strydom & Mentz, 2010). At a
systemic level, data could contribute to help support HE institutions in planning, funding, and
quality initiatives. On an inter-institutional level, information could be shared between
different institutions with the potential to stimulate constructive conversations regarding
student success. Finally, on an intra-institutional level, institutions will be able to evaluate the

success of interventions aimed at student engagement and success.
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2.2.14 Wilson-Strydom?’s student readiness perspective. Wilson-Strydom’s (2010)
focus was on the preparedness of students entering HE institutions as a valuable contributor to
academic success. She drew on the work of Conley (2005, 2007, 2008, 2015) and his
multidimensional model of college readiness to focus on how students experience the

transition from school to HE, and their readiness for the demands of HE (see Figure 15).

Conley (2005, 2007, 2008) attempted to provide an alternative way of understanding,
defining and measuring readiness for HE. Conley (2008) argues that a fundamental difference
exists between students that meet the requirements to be admitted to HE institutions and
students that are ready for the challenges of HE. In his model, Conley (2008) referred to four
aspects that are needed for students to be ready for HE and to be able to meet the demands of
the HE system successfully. Firstly, the development of key cognitive and meta-cognitive
strategies is at the heart of readiness for HE. This includes the ability to formulate and solve
problems, reasoning and argumentation skills, interpretation abilities, precision and accuracy,
and the ability to inquire and have meaningful dialogues with regard to research. The second
aspect of great importance is content knowledge. Although academic writing skills have been
identified as one of the most important academic skills associated with success, content
knowledge in other areas are also regarded as important. Thirdly, academic behaviours are
regarded as an important contributing factor in students’ academic success. This can be
described as behaviours that reflect students’ self-awareness, self-control, self-monitoring,
and actions that are necessary for obtaining academic success. Examples of academic
behaviours include time management and effective study skills. Finally, contextual
knowledge and skills of students are considered to be important in their readiness and
ultimately in their academic success. This aspect relates to students’ understanding of how the
HE system works and what is expected of them, knowing what to study, and how to apply to
an HE institution. Conley (2008) stated that students’ success will be enhanced if they possess
contextual knowledge and skills. He indicated that, especially first-generation students could
be at a disadvantage in terms of contextual knowledge and skills (Naidoo & Lemmens, 2015).

Wilson-Strydom (2010, 2015) aimed to explore how Conley’s (2005, 2007, 2008)
multidimensional model applied to students in the SA context and how SA students made
sense of their HE experience. Wilson-Strydom (2010, 2015) found that the transition from
school to HE was difficult for almost all the students participating in her study. She stated that
the experiences reported by SA students were in line with Conley’s (2005, 2007, 2008)

multidimensional model of university readiness. Furthermore, in terms of contextual
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knowledge and skills, an additional component related to diversity encounters among students
also emerged. In the SA context, all four facets described by Conley (2005, 2007, 2008) were
found to be valid, while the aspects of academic behaviours and contextual knowledge and

skills appeared to present the greatest challenge to students.

Wilson-Strydom (2010, 2015) was of the opinion that Conley’s (2005, 2007, 2008)
multidimensional model of student readiness provides a useful framework for understanding
readiness for HE in SA. She further stated that, although the model was tested within an
interpretive framework at one South African HE institution, it is likely that her findings could
be relevant to other HE institutions because research and anecdotal evidence indicate that
first-year students in a range of contexts struggle to bridge the gap from school to HE

successfully.

Baber, Castro, and Bragg (2010) were of the opinion that, although this framework
enhances the understanding of aspects important for student success, it does not place
adequate emphasis on the varied cultural references and experiences held by diverse student

populations.
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2.2.15 Jama, Mapesela and Beyleveld’s retention theory for non-traditional
students. Jama et al. (2008) utilised the work of Bean and Metzner (1985), Spady (1970) and
Tinto (1975) to formulate their theory of retention for non-traditional students in SA. Jama et
al. (2008) indicated that, although these theories seem to offer a broad understanding of
student retention and success, they fail to address the complex realities of non-traditional
students fully, especially in the SA context. In addition, these theories do not address the
effect of language on the academic success of non-traditional students. While English has
been the language of instruction in South African HE institutions and schools for many years,
most non-traditional students have not fully acquired the necessary English language
proficiency skills. According to Jama et al. (2008), language proficiency may therefore be

seen as a very important contributor to the academic success of non-traditional students.

Jama et al. (2008) proposed four stages or circles of progression for non-traditional
students as they move from one stage in their academic career to another (see Figure 16).
These stages comprise students’ academic progression prior to entry into HE, initial entry into
HE, progression into the actual learning and teaching experience, and the ongoing social and
academic integration with the HE system. This theory also includes two other aspects that are
of particular importance to non-traditional students, namely finances and language proficiency
(Winfield & Luyt, 2013).

According to Jama et al. (2008), non-traditional students’ academic paths will begin
before they enter the HE system (pre-entry). Many non-traditional students will find
themselves within a family background with limited resources and support to assist them with
their integration with HE. Furthermore, it is likely that the school system from which non-
traditional students come did not equip them with the academic and language skills necessary
for success in HE (Berge & Huang, 2004). Lastly, in this stage, the financial difficulties that

non-traditional students may experience often begin to appear.

Jama et al. (2008) indicated that the second stage (initial entry) is a critical phase in
success. In this stage, students will enter the HE system for the first time. In terms of social
integration, students are expected to cope with a new environment and with new people from
different backgrounds. Some non-traditional students are separated from their families for the
first time and have never been independent. During this stage, students should also start
making new friends and when failing to do so, may feel alienated (Strahan, 2003). When

considering academic integration, students come into contact with the academic structures,
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language, and academic organisation of the HE institution for the first time. Lastly, during

this stage, financial difficulties begin to take their toll when students realise that the loans and

bursaries they have received are not enough to cover all their costs.

Fourth stage:
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finance, language

Ongoing social
and academic
integration

Teaching and

learning
experience
Third stage:
Academic
environment
Academic

organization

Second stage:

Academic
environment
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First stage:

Family background
School background
Language, finance

Figure 16. Jama et al.’s (2008) student retention model. Adapted from Jama et al. (2008, p.

999)
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During the third stage (teaching and learning experience), students begin to learn
about the realities of the HE experience. In addition to grasping subject-specific concepts,
students have to learn the new language of teaching and learning (Jama et al., 2008).
Moreover, students have to become acquainted with classroom arrangements, study materials,
lecturers, and peers from different cultures. If financial problems were not solved in the
previous stage, it will continue to affect student success. Obtaining academic success is the

most important factor in moving to the next stage (Jama et al., 2008).

In the fourth and last stage (ongoing social and academic integration), students begin
to specialise in a specific learning programme. In this stage, students become more prepared
for their roles as professionals in a specific field. They are expected to apply the skills that
were acquired in the previous stages and have a better grasp of academic language
proficiency, as well as critical thinking skills. In this stage, academic integration is regarded
as more important than social integration, although social integration still affects success
(Jama et al., 2008).

Jama et al. (2008) were of the opinion that their theory on retention provides a holistic
understanding of the challenges that non-traditional students face in a South African context.
Although their theory was developed at a single HE institution, they postulate that other HE

institutions can benefit from information set out in their theory.

2.2.16 Summary of theoretical perspectives. Some of the most widely tested
theories of student retention and success, including psychological perspectives (Astin, 1984;
Braxton et al., 2004; Kuh et al., 2006; Wilson-Strydom, 2010), sociological perspectives
(Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975), organisational perspectives (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Kuh et al.,
2006; Strydom & Mentz, 2010), cultural perspectives (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984, 1986), and
economic perspectives (Braxton et al., 2004; Cabrera et al., 1992; Jama et al., 2008; Reason et
al., 2005) were discussed. Traditional theories that were discussed, include Spady’s (1970)
theory of student departure, Tinto’s (1975) student integration theory, Astin’s (1984) student
involvement theory, Bean and Metzner’s (1985) student attrition theory, Pascarella and
Terenzini’s (1980) attrition theory, and Bourdieu’s (1977, 1984, 1986) cultural capital theory.
More recent theories and models pertaining to student success that were discussed above
include Kuh et al.’s (2006) framework for success, Carbrera et al.’s (1992) integrated model
of student retention, Braxton et al.’s (2004) theory of student departure, Berger and Milem’s

(1997) behaviour-perception-behaviour cycle model, and Reason et al.’s (2005)
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comprehensive model of influences on student learning and persistence. Lastly, SA models
and theories that were included in the discussion are Ogude et al.’s (2012) student academic
and excellence model, Strydom and Mentz’s (2010) student engagement approach, Wilson-
Strydom’s (2010) student readiness perspective, and Jama et al.’s (2008) retention theory for
non-traditional students. In the discussion that follows, some general trends and unique foci of
the various theories are highlighted.

In nearly all the theories and models that were presented, the effect of students’ pre-
enrolment attributes or entry characteristics in the retention process were included. However,
the various researchers placed different emphasis on the importance of pre-enrolment factors
and the interactions of pre-enrolment attributes with other factors. Bean and Metzner (1985),
Berger and Milem (1999), Braxton et al. (2004), Jama et al. (2008), Kuh et al. (2006),
Pascarella and Terenzini (1980), Reason et al. (2005), and Tinto (1975) all agreed that
students’ pre-enrolment factors are the first aspect to be considered and that it will influence
all the subsequent aspects in the process of student success and persistence either directly or
indirectly. Pre-enrolment factors that are included by these researchers are family background,
parental education and support, demographic information, residential status, previous school
performance and school experiences, ethnicity, gender, age, financial resources, motivation
and language proficiency. Tinto (1975) categorised these aspects into three broad categories
(family background, individual attributes, and previous academic experiences), while most of
the other researchers grouped all of the attributes together in one overarching category. Jama
et al. (2008) included most of the attributes above, but emphasised the importance of students’
language proficiency and financial situation. On the other hand, Spady (1970) regarded
students’ family background as the initial factor in the process. He was of the opinion that
students’ family background will influence students’ academic potential and normative
congruence (interests, values, personality aspects, and dispositions) which will influence the
rest of the process in turn. Although Bourdieu (1986) did not explicitly mention pre-
enrolment factors, his notion that students’ cultural capital is the result of parental influences
implies that family influences are important in shaping students’ skills and knowledge prior to
entering HE. Astin (1984), Cabrera et al. (1992), Bourdieu (1986), Strydom and Mentz (2010)
and Wilson-Strydom (2010) mentioned, but did not specify, students’ pre-enrolment
characteristics in their models. However, both Astin (1984) and Cabrera et al. (1992)
acknowledged the importance of students’ financial situation at the beginning of their HE

career. Lastly, Wilson-Strydom (2010) recognised the importance of key cognitive, meta-
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cognitive, and other academic skills and knowledge as pre-enrolment factors in students’

SUCCesSS.

In several of the models and theories, the importance of integration, involvement, or
interaction with the HE context is highlighted. Furthermore, for the most part, the value of
both the academic and social spheres of HE is recognised. Tinto (1975) was the first to
distinguish between the two distinct categories of academic integration (academic
performance and intellectual development) and social integration (interactions with the peer-
group, as well as with staff members) as contributors to academic success. Bean and Metzner
(1985), Cabrera et al. (1992), and Jama et al. (2008), used Tinto’s (1975) theory in their own
models and have similar views regarding the importance of academic and social integration in
student success. Spady (1970) also mentioned grade performance, intellectual development,
and friendship support as contributors in students’ social integration. Although Astin (1984)
viewed student involvement as paramount in students’ decisions to dropout, his focus is
mostly on the academic involvement of students. Wilson-Strydom (2010) also acknowledged
the importance of students’ academic involvement and development in their consequent
academic success. Braxton et al. (2004) included both social integration and academic
integration, but view academic integration as the result of social integration and therefore do
not regard them as reciprocal. On the other hand, Bean and Metzner (1985), Cabrera et al.
(1992), Jama et al. (2008), and Tinto (1975) regarded academic and social integration as being
on the same level, of equal importance, and reciprocal. While Berger and Milem (1999) and
Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) also acknowledged the importance of academic and social
integration, they view academic and social integration as the result of students’ involvement
with peers and staff, and the perceived support they obtain from peers and the HE institution
throughout the year. Reason et al. (2005) stated that the more students engage in HE
experiences (classroom experiences, out-of-class experiences, and curricular experiences) the
more likely academic competence (integration) will develop. This differs from Bean and
Metzner’s (1985), Cabrera et al.’s (1992), Jama et al.’s (2008), and Tinto’s (1975) opinions
that academic integration and social integration are reciprocal in nature and too much of the
one can lead to a deficit in the other. Kuh et al. (2006) and Strydom and Mentz (2010)
focussed on the term engagement, which includes student behaviours (study habits, peer and
staff involvement, motivation etc.), and on institutional conditions. Finally, Bourdieu (1986)
indicated that, if students possess adequate cultural capital, interaction with academic and

social spheres of the HE institution will be more successful. The importance of integration
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and the reciprocal roles of both the student and the HE institution are highlighted in the

discussion above.

Another aspect that several of the researchers point out as a contributor to success is
students’ commitment to the institution and their educational goals. However, once again, the
interaction between other factors and the placement of commitment and goals in the process
of persistence are different in the different models. Spady (1970) was of the opinion that
commitment to the institution is the result of adequate social integration and satisfaction with
the HE institution and that commitment to the institution directly affects students’ decisions to
drop out from HE. On the other hand, Berger and Milem (1999), Braxton et al. (2004), and
Tinto (1975) distinguished between students’ initial educational goals and commitment to the
institution and their later goals and commitment. They postulate that initial commitment and
goals will be altered by students’ academic and social integration with the HE context and that
subsequent goals and commitment will affect dropout decisions directly. Bean and Metzner
(1985) and Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) classified students’ educational goals and
commitment to the institution as part of the broader category of psychological outcomes,
which also include aspects such as students’ satisfaction and stress levels. Cabrera et al.
(1992) suggested that students’ commitment to the institution and educational goals is the
result of academic and social integration, as well as encouragement from friends and family,
and that it will affect students’ intent to persist directly, which in turn directly affects
persistence. Conversely, many of the researchers did not specifically point to the importance
of students’ commitment to the institution and educational goals (Astin, 1984; Bourdieu,
1986; Jama et al., 2008; Kuh et al., 2006; Reason et al., 2005; Strydom & Mentz, 2010;
Wilson-Strydom, 2010). When the different views are summarised, it seems that several of
the researchers acknowledge that students’ ultimate commitment to their educational goals
and their commitment to the institution will be a result of their HE experiences, and that the
later levels of commitment could be very different from initial commitment to their goals and
the institution (Berger & Milem, 1999; Braxton et al., 2004; Cabrera et al., 1992; Tinto,
1975).

An additional aspect to consider is the different stages or transitions that students must
undertake to be integrated successfully with the HE context. Tinto (1975) indicated three
stages that he believes students should endure successfully, namely separation, transition, and
incorporation. Jama et al. (2008) proposed four stages, namely pre-entry, initial entry,

teaching and learning experience, and ongoing social and academic integration. They
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postulated that students’ academic paths begin before they enter HE, in their family context,
and with the limited resources available to them. Jama et al.’s (2008) second and third stages
are similar to Tinto’s first and second stages where students must separate successfully from
their family context and previous communities in order to become more comfortable with the
HE environment. Finally, Jama et al.’s (2008) fourth stage corresponds with Tinto’s (1975)

third stage, in which students are more comfortable in the HE context.

While theories often focussed on the role of students in their own academic success,
many of the researchers pointed to the relevance of aspects related to the HE institution itself
as a contributor to student success. Tinto and Pusser (2006) focussed specifically on aspects
in the HE institution’s control that could promote student success, such as student support
practices aimed at integrating students into the HE context, and feedback given to students.
Astin (1984) drew attention to the effectiveness of educational policies as a contributor to
student involvement and, consequently, to student persistence. Braxton et al. (2004) indicated
the internal campus environment as a key contributor to students’ social integration.
Similarly, Milem and Berger (1997) included students’ perceptions of institutional support as
part of their behaviour-perception-behaviour cycle. Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) were of
the opinion that institutional factors, like the organisational structure, size, staff culture, and
policies, are direct contributors to students’ educational outcomes, which in turn directly
affect persistence. Lastly, Kuh et al. (2006), Ogude et al. (2012), Reason et al. (2005), and
Strydom and Mentz (2010) all indicated the relevance of institutional aspects in students’

SUCCESS.

Moving beyond the HE environment, external factors (families, work environments,
neighbourhoods, finances etc.) are also highlighted as an aspect that can affect student
success. Although Tinto (1975) did not include this in his original theory, he adds external
commitments as an additional contributor in the process of persistence in his revised model of
1993. He postulates that external commitments will have a direct effect on students’
educational goals and commitment to the institution. Likewise, Bean and Metzner (1985)
indicated the importance of external factors, or environmental variables as they termed it, in
students’ decisions to drop out. They show that non-traditional students’ dropout decisions are
affected directly by external factors. In their research at commuter HE institutions, Braxton et
al. (2004) also pointed out the direct effect of the external environment on students’ dropout
decisions. Jama et al. (2008) indicated the relevance of external variables for non-traditional

students in SA. Cabrera et al. (1992) regarded two factors, namely financial aspects and
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encouragement from family and friends, as important. However, they are of the opinion that
these aspects only have an indirect effect on persistence. Reason et al. (2005) also mentioned
out-of-class experiences of students as an indirect contributor to persistence. Moreover, Kuh
et al. (2006) agreed that external variables affect student success, if only indirectly. Thus, it
would seem that, although the effect of external variables is indicated by several researchers,
it is of greater importance for non-traditional students (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Braxton et al.,
2004, Jama et al., 2008).

Lastly, a number of researchers call attention to aspects that have specific relevance
for at-risk or non-traditional students. Bean and Metzner (1985) specifically focussed on the
academic success of non-traditional students and found that various differences exist between
the factors that are important for traditional students and those for non-traditional students.
Bean and Metzner (1985) established that, while social integration is very important in
traditional students’ success, it is not as important as external environments in the case of
non-traditional students. These external environmental factors include finances, employment,
encouragement from family and friends, and family responsibilities. Braxton et al. (2004)
agreed with these findings. Furthermore, Bean and Metzner (1985) found that psychological
outcomes are of greater importance to non-traditional students than academic outcomes are.
Once again, this differs vastly from what has been found in the case of traditional students,
where academic integration and ultimately academic performance are main contributors in
students’ dropout decisions. Bourdieu (1986) indicated that students from lower socio-
economic backgrounds lack cultural capital, which makes it more difficult for them to achieve
academic success, as opposed to their counterparts from higher socio-economic backgrounds.
In SA, cultural capital has been associated with first-generation students and the lack of
English language proficiency (Boughey, 2002). Another aspect of specific relevance to
students who are at risk is the informal contact between these students and staff. Frequent and
quality informal contact with staff has been shown to be a compensatory factor among
students with a high risk to dropout from HE (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980). In addition,
Strydom and Mentz (2010) also found contact with staff to be an essential factor in the
success of students who are at risk. They added good relationships with peers on campus, a
supportive campus environment, and increased reading and writing skills (which form part of
language proficiency) as other vital aspects for students who are at risk. Lastly, Ogude et al.
(2012) acknowledged the importance of contact between students and staff; however, they

focussed on HE institutions’ role in assisting students in reaching success. Firstly, Ogude et
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al. (2012) pointed out that HE institutions should focus on all students (not only students who
are a t risk) and employ resources to enhance students’ readiness at the beginning of students’
HE careers. After student readiness interventions have been employed, problem modules and
students who are at risk should be identified, and further resources should be utilised to aid
students. Ogude et al. (2012) also highlighted the importance of continued feedback and

evaluation of interventions.

In the discussion above, it is clear that, although all the various theories view student
success from a slightly different perspective, similarities do exist. Most of the theories explain
student success as a longitudinal, complex process that includes several factors. Furthermore,
the majority of the theories described above are set in a causal pattern. However, Kuh et al.
(2006), Pascarella and Terenzini (2005), Swail, Redd, and Perna (2003), as well as Tinto
(2000) pointed out the fact that additional research is needed to gain better understanding of
the aspects related to success in order to formulate a comprehensive theory of student success.
Several researchers also state that the theories and models described above did not give
enough consideration to non-traditional and previously disadvantaged students (Bean &
Metzner, 1985; Jama et al., 2008; Strydom & Mentz, 2010; Wilson-Strydom, 2010). This
aspect is especially important in the South African context, where the HE system still faces
challenges after political reform in 1994 (Steyn et al., 2014). Several researchers pointed out
that many white students in SA still perform better on an academic level than their peers from
other race groups do, amongst others due to inequalities in the school system and the unequal
distribution of resources (Griffin & Allen, 2006; Hannaway, 2012; Steyn, Harris, & Hartell,
2012; Van der Berg, 2008). All this point to the need for further research that can enhance
understanding of academic success, especially in SA. An integrated model of student success

for this study is proposed below.

2.2.17 Integrated model of success for this study. This section aims to
conceptualise a model of academic success specific to this research study. As mentioned
above, most of the theories and models on student success acknowledge the importance of the
characteristics and efforts of students and institutions in fostering academic success (Astin,
1984; Bean & Metzner, 1985; Milem & Berger, 1997; Cabrera et al., 1992; Kuh et al, 2006;
Ogude et al, 2012; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980, Strydom & Mentz, 2010; Tinto, 1975).
However, this study focuses on academic success from a student perspective; therefore,
institutional characteristics and efforts will not form part of the summative model discussed

below, although it might be implied in some of the factors.
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In this integrated model of success, four stages of development that students will
undergo during their HE experience are proposed, namely the pre-enrolment stage, the entry
into HE stage, the HE experience stage, and the ongoing integration stage. This ties in with
Jama et al.’s (2008) and Tinto’s (1987 1993) stages of development or transitions that
students must successfully negotiate to be successful in HE.

During the first stage (pre-enrolment stage), students’ pre-enrolment characteristics
are considered as important in the process of success and persistence. Several of the models
and theories discussed above pointed out the importance of students’ background or pre-
enrolment characteristics in their academic success (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Berger & Milem,
1999; Cabrera et al., 1992; Jama et al., 2008; Kuh et al., 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980,
Reason et al., 2005; Tinto, 1975). This model divides students’ pre-enrolment variables into
three categories, namely demographic attributes, previous academic experiences, and family
background. In terms of students’ demographic attributes, age, gender, and race/ethnicity are
included. This corresponds with information from other researchers discussed above (Bean &
Metzner, 1985; Berger & Milem, 1999; Cabrera et al., 1992; Jama et al., 2008; Kuh et al.,
2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Reason et al., 2005; Tinto, 1975). Previous academic
experiences include students’ Grade 12 performance, language proficiency, and high school
attended. These aspects relate to Wilson-Strydom’s (2010) notion of student readiness, and
that students should have certain levels of knowledge and skills to be able to cope with the
demands of HE. Language proficiency also links with Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of cultural
capital and Jama et al.’s (2008) emphasis on the importance of language proficiency,
especially for students who are at risk in SA. Lastly, students’ family background, as
highlighted by Jama et al. (2008), Kuh et al. (2006), and Pascarella and Terenzini (1980), is

represented by parental levels of education.

Throughout the second stage (entry into HE stage), students’ initial commitment to the
HE institution, their initial educational goals, their academic self-concept, the physical and
psychological energy they devote to their HE careers, and the degree for which they have
enrolled will determine how they interact with the HE environment. Several of the theories
and models discussed above (Berger & Milem, 1999; Braxton et al., 2004; Cabrera et al.,
1992; Tinto, 1975) highlight these aspects. Initial educational goals and commitment to the
HE institution, as well as academic self-concept, will influence the manner in which students
interact with the HE environment. For example, students who are more committed to their

educational goals will more likely persist than students who are less committed will.
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Likewise, students who are committed to a specific HE institution because that specific HE
institution forms part of their long-term educational plans, will more likely persist than
students who are not predisposed to a specific HE institution will. Since students’ initial
educational goals and commitment to the HE institution could be an indication of the
psychological orientations with which students enter the HE context, it links closely with
Astin’s (1984) notion of student involvement. Thus, it can be hypothesised that the higher
students’ initial commitment to their educational goals and the institution is, the more
physical energy (related to students’ behaviours) and psychological energy (related to
students’ motivation) students will devote to their HE career, which in turn will influence the
levels of social and academic integration that students will achieve in the next stage of the
model. Furthermore, various researchers agree that the degree for which students are enrolled

could affect their success and persistence (Daempfle, 2003; Leppel, 2001; Purdie, 2007).

In the next stage, (the HE experience), students’ integration with the HE system in
both the academic and social spheres is prominent. Although different terms are used to
describe this process (integration, involvement, and engagement), most researchers highlight
the academic and social behaviours and development of which this process consists (Astin,
1984, Bean & Metzner, 1985; Braxton et al., 2004; Cabrera et al., 1992; Kuh et al., 2006;
Milem & Berger, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Reason et al., 2005; Strydom & Mentz,
2010; Tinto, 1975; Wilson-Strydom, 2010). In this study, a distinction is made between
academic integration (including class attendance, the time students spend on academic tasks,
academic contact with staff and peers), and social integration (including non-academic or
informal contact with staff and peers, living on or off campus, and participation in
extracurricular activities). In addition to academic and social integration, external factors are
included in this model as an important aspect related to students’ integration with the HE
context. It has been shown that this variable has particular relevance in the case of non-
traditional students and students who are at risk (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Braxton et al., 2004;
Cabrera et al., 1992; Jama et al., 2008). External factors included in this study are financial
aspects, family responsibilities, and employment responsibilities. It is hypothesised that the

more students are integrated with the HE context, the higher their chances of success are.

The fourth and final stage of this model is the ongoing integration stage. In this stage,
if students are integrated successfully with the HE system, the expectation is that they will
continue on their academic path. Bean and Metzner’s (1985) concept of academic outcomes

(as measured by intellectual and academic development) and psychological outcomes (as
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measured by later educational goals and commitment to the institution) is highlighted in this
stage. Academic outcomes (as the direct result of academic integration in the previous stage)
include students’ intellectual and academic development (Tinto, 1975). Academic
development relates to students meeting certain standards of the academic system of the HE
institution, while students’ intellectual development pertains to students’ identification with
and evaluation of the norms of the academic system. Students who are academically
successful and identify with the academic norms on campus will be more likely to continue
their HE careers, while students who struggle academically might not be allowed to continue
their education or might decide to drop out. Furthermore, students’ integration (on academic
and social levels) will affect their psychological outcomes, as measured by later educational
goals and commitment to the institution. Students who feel satisfied with their HE experience
and development will more likely be more committed to the HE institution and their own
educational goals than students who feel less satisfied will be. Students’ subsequent
educational goals and institutional commitment will influence their decisions to persist or
drop out directly. While several of the researchers discussed above indicate the importance of
students’ academic and psychological outcomes in their persistence (Astin, 1984; Bean &
Metzner, 1985; Berger & Milem, 1999; Braxton et al., 2004; Cabrera et al., 1992; Kuh et al.,
2006; Strydom & Mentz, 2010; Tinto, 1975), Bean and Metzner (1985) highlighted the
importance of specifically non-traditional students’ goals and commitments (psychological
outcomes) in their academic success. Therefore, the hypothesis in the final stage of the model
is that academic and social integration will influence students’ subsequent academic and
psychological outcomes. In turn, students’ dropout decisions will be influenced directly by

these academic and psychological outcomes.

Figure 17 summarises the integrated model of student academic success that is used in

this study:
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Figure 17. Integrated model of student success proposed for this study.
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2.3  Chapter Summary

From the discussion in this chapter, the complexity and multidimensionality of
academic success can be appreciated. The chapter presented the different perspectives and
theories that exist regarding the definition and conceptualisation of academic success in HE.
Furthermore, various theoretical models that attempt to explain and describe the concept of
academic success were presented and compared. The chapter concluded with a proposed
model that integrates the important aspects of the various theories, as relevant for this study.
In the next chapter, the different predictors of academic success as set out in the proposed

model are discussed.
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Chapter 3: Factors that Play a Role in Students® Academic Success

In the previous chapter, several theories and models pertaining to student success were
discussed before an integrated model of student success that will be utilised in this study was

put forward.

In this chapter, each of the aspects related to academic success, as presented in the
integrated model of academic success, is discussed. Firstly, the pre-enrolment stage is
discussed by using the three categories set out in the model, namely demographic attributes,
previous academic experiences, and family background information. Secondly, the entry into
HE stage is considered with specific focus on students’ initial academic goals and their initial
commitment to the specific HE institution, academic self-concept, the physical and
psychological energy students devote to their HE activities, and the degree for which students
are enrolled. Thirdly, the HE experience stage is examined by discussing academic integration
factors, social integration factors, and external factors. Lastly, the ongoing integration stage is
considered. Students’ academic outcomes, psychological outcomes, and ultimate academic

success are of importance during this stage.

Limited research pertaining to factors that play a role in academic success exist in the
SA context (Mentz, 2012). Therefore, the discussion below is complemented by research

conducted on an international level.

3.1  Pre-enrolment Stage

As indicated in Chapter 2, the first stage of the integrated model of academic success
is the pre-enrolment stage. Several researchers called attention to the importance of pre-
enrolment factors in students’ academic success (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Cabrera et al., 1992;
Jama et al., 2008; Milem & Berger, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Reason et al., 2005;
Tinto, 1975). Kuh et al. (2006) were of the opinion that “who students are and what they do
before starting their tertiary education make a difference in their chances for obtaining a
baccalaurcate degree or another postsecondary credential” (p. 17). Pre-enrolment attributes
include students’ demographic attributes, their previous academic experiences, and their

family background.

3.1.1 Demographic attributes. Various researchers point out the importance of

students’ demographic attributes in predicting their academic success (Kuh et al., 2008;
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Mentz, 2012). Students’ demographic attributes affect the likelihood that students will do
what is necessary to prepare for and achieve academic success (Kuh et al., 2006). The
demographic attributes that are discussed in the following section include students’ age,

gender, race, and ethnicity.

3.1.1.1 Age. When considering students’ age, a distinction is made in literature
between traditional versus adult/non-traditional students. Traditional students enrol in HE
directly after high school and are between the ages of 18 and 22 (Adams & Corbett, 2010;
Rabourn, Shoup, & Brckalorenz, 2015). Non-traditional students, on the other hand, are
regarded as being older than 23/24 years of age (depending on the specific study) (Bean &
Metzner, 1985; McCormick, 2011; Rabourn et al., 2015). Miller Brown (2002) and Ross-
Gordon (2011) indicate that adult/non-traditional students are the fastest growing population
in HE in the USA and that adult students constitute at least 50% of the entire student

population.

In the previous chapter, Bean and Metzner’s (1985) theory regarding the different
attrition processes of traditional and non-traditional students is discussed. The most
significant differences are that adult/non-traditional students are not as affected by social
integration variables as by the external environment (the external environment comprises
aspects such as families, neighbourhoods, peer groups, and work environments), whereas
social integration variables are more significant than environmental factors are in the
persistence of traditional students. McCormick (2011), Rabourn et al. (2015), Rautopuro and
Vaisanen (2001), and Ross-Gordon (2011) agreed with Bean and Metzner (1985) that adult
learners are more likely to drop out due to other responsibilities and multiple roles that they

have to fulfil while studying.

Interesting evidence emerged in terms of the differences between the academic
success of traditional and adult students on an international level (McKenzie & Schweitzer,
2001). Although non-traditional or mature students are admitted to their academic
programmes with markedly lower educational attainment than their traditionally aged
counterparts, Newman-Ford, Lloyd, and Thomas (2009) found that their academic
performance is similar, if not better than that of traditional students. These results were
confirmed by other researchers. Glass and Harrington (2002) wrote that older students
generally achieve higher grade point averages upon graduating, but take longer to complete

their degree programmes, while Graham and Gisi (2000) indicated that adult learners do as
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well or somewhat better than traditional students do across measures of intellectual growth,
scientific reasoning, problem solving, and career development. However, some similarities
between adult and traditional learners also exist. For example, Graham and Gisi (2000) found
that the more time mature students dedicate to academic activities, the greater their reported
academic success; a pattern similar to that of traditional students. In addition, McCormick
(2011) could not find a significant difference between the academic performance of

traditional and adult students.

El-Khawas (2003) found that each group of students bring their own distinct
perspective to HE, based on the different values and attitudes of each group, and that these
differences will affect their academic success. Compton, Cox, and Lanaan (2006) agreed that
adult students tend to be more diverse in their expectations of the HE institution, as well as in
their motivation for attending the HE institution, than traditional students are. These views are
echoed by Mlambo (2011), who stated that mature or non-traditional students are more likely
to adopt a deep approach or meaning orientation towards their academic work, whereas
traditional students are more likely to make use of a surface approach or reproducing
orientation. He is of the opinion that the meaning orientation towards learning adult learners
use could account for the fact that they achieve similar levels of academic success than
traditional learners do, despite the challenges that non-traditional students have to overcome.

In SA, a traditional student is defined legislatively as being younger than 23 years of
age, while an adult student is a student who is 23 years or older. The current educational
policy in SA regulates that students under the age of 23 years can gain access to HE only with
a matriculation endorsement. On the other hand, students of 23 years and older are able to
obtain mature age exemption, which implies they can obtain access to HE without a
matriculation endorsement. Furthermore, at 45 years of age and above, access to HE is
possible without a school-leaving qualification. In SA, almost half of the total student
population in HE are over the age of 23, and 80% of these students are at undergraduate level
(Walters & Koetsier, 2006).

According to Buchler, Castle, Osman, and Walters (2006), limited research pertaining
to differences between adult/non-traditional students and their traditional counterparts in
terms of academic success has been conducted in SA. Walters and Koetsier (2006) wrote that
adult students have several responsibilities to contend with while studying, including family,

occupational, and financial responsibilities. As with their international counterparts,
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responsibilities affect the time that SA adult students have available for their academic tasks.
Despite their time constraints, Koen (2001) found no significant difference in the time it takes
adult students to complete a degree and the time it takes traditional students to attain degree

completion.

From the evidence discussed above, it is apparent that, although traditional and non-
traditional students arrive at academic success through different pathways, few differences
exist in terms of their success and persistence. Moreover, the need for more research

specifically in the SA context is clear.

3.1.1.2 Gender. Gender is a pre-enrolment factor that has received considerable
attention in local and international research that pertains to student success (Leppel, 2002;
McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001; Veas, Gilar, & Mifiano, 2016). Dayioglu and Tiiriit-Asik
(2004) indicated that various studies on gender differences and cognitive development can be
found in literature. They postulate that the debate regarding gender and cognitive ability has
developed from the debate on biological versus sociological determinism. Proponents of the
biological arguments regarding gender differences view social factors as insignificant or
secondary to biological factors such as brain structure. Colom and Lynn (2004) affirmed that
males have larger brain sizes than females; therefore, they could be expected to have higher
average 1Qs. On the other hand, Mackintosh (1998) could not find any difference between the

average 1Qs of males and females.

In terms of the sociological perspective, Leonard and Jiang (1999) were of the opinion
that females work harder and have better study skills than males, and that these aspects lead to
better academic outcomes for females, if compared to their male counterparts. Similarly, Al-
Dossary (2008) and Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) indicated that factors affecting student
success vary significantly by gender and that females have goal commitments that are more
pronounced than those of their male counterparts. Female goal commitment was also shown
to be directly related to social integration, while this was not the case for males. Moreover,
social integration was found to have a stronger effect than academic integration on female

retention, while the opposite was true for males (Okorie & Ezeh, 2016).

Previous research conducted on an international level found that female students often
perform better academically than their male counterparts do (Akgun & Ciarrochi, 2003; Al-
Emadi, 2003; Baker, 2004; Chow, 2007; Linver, Davis-Kean, & Eccles, 2002). For example,
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McKenzie and Schweitzer (2001) demonstrated that female students with similar high school
performances than male students constantly outperform the male students in HE. In a study
with undergraduate students in Turkey, Dayioglu and Tiiriit-Asik (2004) found that females
outperform male students, even after controlling for the field of study and individual
attributes. However, Brock (2010) stated that it is important to remember that more females
than males enrol in HE; therefore, more females earn qualifications. Kuh et al. (2006)
indicated that the number of women enrolling in HE in the USA increased proportionally
from 1959 to 2002. Furthermore, more women than men graduate from HE institutions in the
USA. Similar findings were found in Australia (McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001).

In SA, the CHE (2010) pointed out that women enter HE in larger numbers than men
do, which is consistent with the proportion of females in the South African population. In
addition, females also perform better than males do in most qualifications. Conversely, Koen
(2007) showed that, although the gap between male and female enrolment in postgraduate
degrees is narrowing, SA males are still more likely to enrol in postgraduate degrees.
However, in a South African study with 200 second-year students at the University of Venda,
no significant differences between male and female students’ performance could be
established (Sikhwari, 2007). Mentz (2012) indicated that mixed results are reported with
regard to gender and academic success. She pointed out that race, marital status, and living on
or off campus could affect the success of men and women differently, and that further
research on gender as predictor of academic success is necessary. Other SA researchers also
indicated the role of gender in student success, but have views similar to those of Mentz
(2012), in that the effect of gender on success should be considered together with other
variables (Fraser & Killen, 2003; Keeve et al., 2012; Pitoniak & Yeld, 2013; Sikhwari, 2007;
Strydom & Mentz, 2010).

3.1.1.3 Race and ethnicity. Early research by Ogbu (1986) examined the
relationship between race (ethnicity) and students’ academic success. He suggests that racial
differences in academic performance could be the result of a lack of cultural and social
identity. Owing to negative views regarding their culture, feelings of exclusion, and a lack of
a personal identity, it was assumed that minority students would reject all aspects of the
dominant culture, which could result in lower levels of academic success. Several other
researchers built on the work of Ogbu (1986) and expanded on the idea of cultural identity

and acculturation. While Castro-Salazar and Bagley (2010) pointed out the positive effect of
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successful acculturation on student success, Eng et al. (2008) showed that acculturation could

have a negative effect on student success.

Zirkel (2005) suggested that lecturer expectations may be a significant inhibitor of the
academic success of minority students. He found a consistent mismatch between lecturers’
and students’ perceptions of minority students’ future academic performance. Lastly, Fram,
Miller-Cribbs, and Van Horn (2007) indicated that minority students are more likely to attend
underresourced schools and are therefore at a disadvantage because of the negative effects of

social segregation.

Brock (2010) postulated that, although success and persistence rates differ
significantly by race and ethnicity, this is not a good predictor of academic success due to
large variations in demographic groups. It would seem that race differences are more
pronounced when they are considered in combination with socioeconomic status (King,
2000). In addition, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) pointed out that access to financial aid
may balance academic success among students of different races. Abbott and Joireman (2001)
were of the opinion that the relationship between ethnicity and academic success is mostly an
indirect relationship; ethnicity relates to low-income levels, and in turn, low income relates to

academic success.

Differences in academic success for different races are pronounced in HE institutions
in the USA. Underrepresented groups have been found to be more prone to drop out at
secondary education level and not to enrol in HE (Social Science Research Council Project,
Transitions to College: From Theory to Practice, 2005). Kuh et al. (2006) summarised
statistics from several studies and stated that only 21 percent of African American students
and 33 percent of Hispanic students have reading skills required for HE. Burley, Butner, and
Cejda (2001), as well as McCabe (2003) indicated that race (lower SES) is associated with
lower graduation rates. Lastly, Brock (2010) also found a relationship between race/ethnicity
and academic success. He indicated that Asian students have the highest levels of persistence
and degree completion, followed by white students, Hispanic students, and lastly, African

American students.

Notwithstanding the immense changes in SA student bodies since the 1980s,
segregation in South African HE institutions remains a salient factor that continues to require

attention and intervention (Gbadamosi & De Jager, 2009; Dixon & Durrheim, 2003; Steyn et
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al., 2014). Similar to international trends, white SA students perform better than students of
colour do in terms of the average number of years required to graduate, as well as the
percentage of students who actually graduate (CHE, 2010; Letseka & Breier, 2008).
Furthermore, the CHE (2007) indicated that white students’ graduation rates are consistently
higher than those of their black and coloured peers are in all degree programmes at South
African HE institutions. Van Zyl (2016) agreed with the above and states that the low success
rates of especially black and coloured students are a matter of concern. While research
showed that students from historically disadvantaged groups still do not achieve similar levels
of academic success than students from higher socio-economic backgrounds do, Favish and
Hendry (2010) showed that there has been steady improvement in the completion rates among
previously disadvantaged students. This study pays particular attention to the effect of race on

students’ academic success.

3.1.2 Previous academic experiences. Hearn (2006) was of the opinion that
researchers have shown on several occasions that the roots of academic success in HE are
found in the past academic experiences of individuals. The influence of these experiences is
not simply erased when students enrol and continue to influence the way in which individuals

approach the HE context.

3.1.2.1 Grade 12 performance. In a study by Kersop (2008), the dual role that
school performance plays in academic success was highlighted. She was of the opinion that
scholastic performance indicates students’ cognitive ability, which is a relatively stable
characteristic and can therefore give an indication of the expected performance on an HE
level. Secondly, school performance has a psychological effect on students’ self-confidence
and their attitude towards academic tasks and activities (Kersop, 2008). Researchers that
advocate the use of school performance as a predictor for success in HE provide a further
explanation for the predictive value of scholastic performance for academic success in HE.
They point out that many of the factors that are important for academic success in HE have
already been developed and used at school level. These include aspects such as motivation,
intellectual abilities, study attitudes and methods, and reading abilities (Behr, 1985;
McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001; Ngidi, 2007).

Kuh et al. (2006), Martinez and Klopott (2003), and Thiele, Pope, Singleton, and
Stanistreet (2016) were of the opinion that not only high school performance, but also the

quality of schooling that students received is of importance. They postulated that students
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who are prepared well during their high school education are the best positioned to achieve
success in HE. Habley (2005) pointed out that well-prepared students possess a stronger

academic grounding and are better able to implement effective study skills and strategies.

A number of research studies conducted in the USA and Australia supported the
predictive value of previous academic performance in HE academic performance (Broder &
Farley, 2007; Fraser & Killen, 2003; McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001). However, evidence that
indicated the limited predictive value of previous academic success has also been presented.
Researchers pointed out that the use of previous academic performance proves to be
inaccurate when used with students from a previously disadvantaged background (McKenzie
& Schweitzer, 2001; Paras, 2001). Furthermore, McKenzie and Schweitzer (2001) showed
that when making use of previous academic performance as a predictor of future success, the

role of personality and motivational factors is not considered.

Similar to the international context, in SA, a large body of research exists in terms of
the predictive value of Grade 12 performance (Eiselen & Geyser, 2003; Huysamen, 2003;
Ngidi, 2007). Grade 12 marks are one of the most widely used factors in admission and
selection processes at South African HE institutions (Van Rooy & Coetzee-Van Rooy, 2015;
Van Rooyen, 2001). However, comparable to international evidence, research conducted in
SA also pointed towards the inaccuracy of Grade 12 performance in the case of previously
disadvantaged students (Tait, Van Eeden, & Tait, 2002; Van Rooy & Coetzee-Van Rooy,
2015). In addition to this, it should be acknowledged that the original Grade 12 Senior
Certificate was replaced by the new National Senior Certificate (NSC) in 2008 (DOE, 2005;
Van Rooy & Coetzee-Van Rooy, 2015). Changes in the calculation of admission scores (e.g.,
that the new outcome-based education curriculum does not distinguish between higher and
standard grade subjects, as was the case with the previous dispensation) might have an effect
on the prediction value of the NSC. Lemmens (2005) and Spaull (2013) pointed out that the
new admission calculation may not be an accurate predictor of academic success and that
more research is necessary to determine the predictive validity of the construct. Furthermore,
the CHE (2010) and Spaull (2013) echoed the views of Habley (2005), Kuh et al. (2006), and
Martinez and Klopott (2003) in reporting that the quality of students’ high school education is
of utmost importance in their performance in HE. This aspect is discussed in more detail in

section 3.1.2.3 below.
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3.1.2.2 Language proficiency. Researchers continue to be interested in the role that
language proficiency plays in student success because higher numbers of diverse students
with different home languages enrol in HE annually (Keeve et al., 2012). Van Zyl (2009)
indicated that language proficiency consists of both organisational language skills and
pragmatic language skills. Organisational skills can be categorised into grammatical skills and
textual language skills. Grammatical skills include aspects that are involved in the effective
use of language in a given context, like syntax, morphology, and vocabulary (Bachman,
1990). Textual skills are defined as an individual’s ability to organise language in such a way
that it is meaningful, and not just a sequence of grammatical expressions that has been put
together in a meaningless fashion (Archibald, 1997). Pragmatic language skills refer to an
individual’s ability to use language successfully to reach a specific goal, and the ability to
understand language in a specific context (Van Zyl, 2009). Yeld (2003) was of the opinion
that students need to have grammatical, textual, and functional (pragmatic) language skills to
be able to achieve success on an HE level. Moreover, Cummins’ (1984) theory stated that
cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) cannot develop before basic interpersonal

communication skills (BICS) have been developed.

Several studies pertaining to the effect of language proficiency on academic success of
students have been conducted internationally. In a study conducted at the University of
Adelaide in Australia, it was found that students that performed well in language proficiency
tests were more likely to achieve academic success (Anderson, Reberger, & Doube, 2004).
Moreover, Cronin (2003) and Feast (2002) also indicated the positive effect of language
proficiency on academic success. Brooks and Adams (2002) pointed out that students’
language proficiency has a greater effect on their success than culture or learning and teaching
styles have. Korobova (2012) confirmed that students’ language proficiency correlates with
their academic success. Cook et al. (2004) and Kuh et al. (2006) reported similar findings
from their research in Britain and the USA.

In SA, the matter of language proficiency is complicated by the fact that eleven
official languages exist. English is used as a universal language, resulting in the majority of
students in HE receiving tuition in a language other than their mother tongue. Many SA
researchers argued that two factors need to be considered when the effect of language on
student success is evaluated. Firstly, students’ language of instruction is of importance, and
secondly, students’ levels of language proficiency should be considered (CHE, 2010; Van

Rooy & Coetzee-Van Rooy, 2015). Several studies indicated the negative effect of tuition in a
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second or third language. Students who receive tuition in their mother tongue perform on
average 6% better academically, while students who do not receive education in their mother
tongue show significant deficits (Gunning, 2002; Heugh, 2000). The CHE (2010) as well as
Favish (2005) and Ncgobo (2009) found that the gap created by poor language proficiency is
a key contributor to students’ failure in HE. Cummins’s (1984) theory could serve as an
explanation for these findings. According to this theory, CALP cannot develop before BICS
has developed. When students are educated in a language different from their first language,
their CALP will be lacking. In terms of this study, it is important to note that in SA, mostly
students from other race groups (not white) have home languages different from English.
Therefore, these students would be more likely to receive tuition in a language different from
their mother tongue (Van Zyl, 2016).

Moreover, Basson (2006) indicated that the language proficiency of students in SA is
generally poor, especially among non-mother tongue speakers. Similarly, Ayliff (2010) noted
that too little emphasis is placed on the development of cognitive language proficiency during
language teaching in schools, resulting in students arriving in HE with poor academic literacy
skills. Naudé et al. (2011) pointed out the direct relationship between students’ language
proficiency and their academic success. They are of the opinion that language proficiency is
especially important to consider as a factor in the academic performance of non-mother
tongue speakers. Several other researchers found a relationship between language proficiency
and academic success in SA (Eiselen & Geyser, 2003; Koch, 2007; Louwrens, 2003;
Makgalemele, 2005; Stephen, 2007; Yeld, 2003).

3.1.2.3 High school attended. Students’ high school experiences and the intensity of
the high school curriculum are important antecedents to their success in HE. Hence, students
who are well prepared at HE entry are most likely to be successful in HE, despite their
financial situation, who they are, or the HE institution in which they are enrolled (Kuh et al.,
2006; Mentz, 2012; Pike & Saupe, 2002). Habley (2005) indicated that these students not
only have a strong academic grounding, but also have the ability to implement efficient study
skills and methods. Kuh et al. (2006) postulated that the quality of students’ secondary school
experiences affect most of the dimensions of success in HE. Jones, Coetzee, Bailey, and
Wickham (2008) contended that the school system is the environment where students’
foundational competencies in literacy and numeracy and higher-order cognitive skills, as well

as time management, study methods, and independent learning skills, should be cultivated. If
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these skills are not developed adequately during the high school years, the transition and
adaptation to HE will be much more challenging.

Internationally, Herzog (2006) indicated that literature on the relationship between
high school characteristics and students’ academic success, as well as levels of readiness for
HE, is extremely limited. However, despite the limited number of studies on this subject,
Horowitz and Spector (2005), Mora and Escardibul (2008), and Smith and Naylor (2005)
agreed about the relevance of the characteristics of the high school attended (such as type of

school, peer effects, and resources) on the academic success of students in HE.

In terms of the effect of the type of high school attended on students’ academic
success in HE, research findings are contradictory. In the USA, Hoffman, Llagas, and Snyder
(2003) found that African American students are more likely to attend public high schools in
low socio-economic communities with inferior resources. This will eventually result in
inferior levels of education and poor levels of readiness for HE. Considine and Zappala
(2002), Kwesiga (2002) and Sentamu (2003) agreed that the high school environment and
teachers’ expectations have a strong influence on students’ success. They pointed out that
many teachers working in poorer communities with fewer resources have lower expectations
of their learners, which could lead to poorer performances and lower levels of readiness for
HE among learners. Moreover, McNabb, Sarmistha, and Sloane (2002) and Smith and Naylor
(2001) reported that, in the UK, students who attended Government schools (dependent on the
Government for its finances and governance) outperformed students who attended
independent schools (independent in its finances and governance) once they entered HE.
Similarly, students who attended Independent schools in Australia did not perform as well as
their counterparts who attended Government schools prior to enrolling in HE. Some
researchers (Smith & Naylor, 2005; Win & Miller, 2005) attribute this to the fact that in
independent schools, students’ academic performances are raised at school level (they have to

achieve lower marks in order to get a distinction compared to Government school students).

In SA, the teaching and learning methodologies applied at high schools often do not
provide the majority of students entering HE with the skills and knowledge they need to be
successful (Fakude, 2012; Leibowitz et al., 2009; Mentz, 2012; Van Rooy & Coetzee-Van
Rooy, 2015). Fisher and Scott (2011) referred to this occurrence as an articulation gap — a
disparity or discontinuity between the learning requirements of HE programmes and the skills

and competencies of students entering HE for the first time. They postulated that there is a
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difference between the statutory minimum requirements for admission to HE and the level of
academic preparedness that is required for academic success in HE. Jones et al. (2008),
Mouton, Louw, and Strydom (2013), Stephen, Welman, and Jordaan (2004), and Van Zyl
(2016) agreed that this articulation gap is especially problematic for students from
disadvantaged backgrounds. In SA, all public schools are categorised into five groups or
quintiles, based on the poverty of the community around the school and infrastructural factors.
Quintile 1 is the “poorest”, while Quintile 5 is the “least poor”. Currently, schools in quintiles
1 to 3 are non-fee-paying schools, while quintiles 4 and 5 comprise fee-paying schools
(Minister of Education, 2013). Only a small group of privileged students have the opportunity
to attend schools of a high quality (mostly fee-paying schools) where they will receive good
education, whereas the majority of students (almost 80%) are dependent on township and
rural schools (mostly non-fee-paying schools). The majority of schools in rural and
disadvantaged communities in SA are underresourced and employ underqualified teachers.
These schools do not have the infrastructure, resources or adequately qualified staff to teach
learners and develop in them the competencies needed for success in HE (Spaull, 2013; Steyn
et al., 2014; Van der Berg, 2008). For these reasons, particularly students from disadvantaged
backgrounds struggle to cope with the academic challenges of HE in SA. Stephen et al. (2004)
and Steyn et al. (2014) found that white, wealthy, urbanised students tend to come from
backgrounds that are more privileged and are more likely to obtain the best results in HE,
while black, poor, rural students tend to have poorer socio-economic backgrounds and fare the

worst in HE.

3.1.3 Family background. The effect of parents’ education levels on their
children’s academic performance is an expanding field of research, as more first-generation
students (students whose parents did not attend an HE institution) are entering HE institutions
internationally and in SA (Carlton, 2015; Carnevale & Fry, 2000). However, Reason (2009)
suggested that, despite its growing importance, the influence of the family on student success
may be one of the most underresearched components. In this section, the aim is to shed some
light on this topic by specifically examining the effect of parental levels of education on the

academic success of their children.

In a study by Eccles (2005), the effect of parental education was demonstrated as
being twofold. Firstly, parents with higher levels of education will have better academic
skills, and will therefore also be able to create an academic home environment with sufficient

stimulation and exposure to educational experiences. Secondly, these parents will most
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probably have better occupational opportunities and will be able to ensure schooling of a good
quality for their children. Kuh et al. (2007) and Jury, Smelding, and Darnon (2015) had a
similar point of view and indicate that family background affects students’ academic
performance because it plays a role in whether or not a child will attend a high-quality school,
have high educational aspirations, and whether a student will experience sufficient parental
and familial support. These aspects have a positive effect on the academic performance of the

children.

Internationally, Carlton (2015) and Pike and Kuh (2005) concurred that first-
generation students typically are from lower socioeconomic status and are less involved in
academic activities than their continuous-generation peers. Furthermore, these first-generation
students often receive less family support, need to work full time and frequently feel isolated
in the HE environment, which leads to lower levels of academic success. Asrat (2007)
indicated that, owing to first-generation students’ lack of comprehension of the requirements
for success in HE, these students do not allocate adequate time for studying and other
academic activities and therefore does not achieve success. Kuh et al. (2006) and Pascarella
and Terenzini (2005) found that continuous-generation students, whose parents received
tertiary education, were five times as likely to obtain a bachelors degree as first-generation

students were.

In the SA context, Singh and Mbokodi (2004) agreed with Pike and Kuh (2005) that in
many cases, first-generation students are from lower socioeconomic groups and may receive
less support from family members. Cloete (2001) indicated the indirect effects of lower levels
of parental education on their children’s academic success in HE. She found that, in several
cases, parents with low levels of education had poorer paying jobs and belonged to a lower
socio-economic group, which in turn had a negative effect on their children’s academic
opportunities. Cloete (2001) proceeded to show that parents belonging to these lower socio-
economic groups did not put high value on their children’s education and did not motivate
them to participate in academic activities. All of these aspects lead to lower educational

aspirations in students, which could have a negative effect on their academic performance.

Particularly in SA, where unequal educational opportunities existed in the past, large
numbers of students (especially black students) entering HE institutions come from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds and receive less support from family (Mentz, 2012; Swaner &
Brownell, 2008). Jacobs and Pretorius (2016) indicated that more than 70% of students
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currently entering HE in SA have first-generation status. Mentz (2012) stated that, given the
challenges that first-generation students have to cope with, it is not surprising to find
differences in the academic success of first-generation students and continuous-generation
students. The CHE (2010), Legotlo et al. (2002), and MacGregor (2007) indicated the positive
effect of parental levels of education on their children’s chances of obtaining an HE
qualification. They indicated that first-generation students are more likely to drop out than

their continuous-generation peers.

3.2  Entryinto HE Stage

Students’ entry into HE is a critical stage in which students have to begin to integrate
socially and academically with the HE environment (Jama et al., 2008). When students arrive
at the HE institution, they are confronted with a new environment, new people from different
backgrounds and cultures, and the academic organisation and structures of the institution.
They are expected to negotiate these challenges in order to be able to move to the next stage
of integrating successfully with the HE environment (Clift, 2003; Swail et al., 2003). Several
factors involved in academic success once students arrive at the HE institution are discussed
in the sections below, namely students’ initial educational goals and commitment to the HE
institution, students’ academic self-concept, the physical and psychological energy students

devote to their academic careers and the degrees for which students enrol.

3.2.1 Students’ initial educational goals and commitment to the HE institution.
In the previous chapter, it is clear that several researchers regard students’ initial educational
goals and commitment to the HE institution as a contributor to academic success. Students’
initial commitment to the institution is the extent to which they are committed to the specific
institution in which they are enrolled (Tinto, 1993). Commitment to the institution could be
influenced by several factors. Firstly, it could be a result of family traditions (e.g., a parent
having attended the same institution). Secondly, family and/or peer pressure could lead to a
preference towards a certain institution and, lastly, the perception that graduation from a
specific HE institution could lead to better career options could also influence students’
commitment to the institution (Morris, 2002; Tinto, 1993). Along with commitment to the
institution, students’ initial commitment to their educational goals is a key element in their
ultimate academic success (Tinto, 1993). When students have specific goals in terms of the
degree and modules they will enrol for, the level of education (bachelors degree, honours
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degree etc.) they want to obtain, as well as particular vocational goals, they are less likely to
dropout from HE (Morris, 2002).

Tinto (1975) and Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) signified the importance of students’
initial commitment to their goals of obtaining a degree and their commitment to the HE
institution. They believed that these commitments would affect student success and
persistence. Tinto (1975) explained that students’ initial commitment to their goals and the
institution will affect their academic and social integration positively. In turn, this will affect
commitment and ultimately affect student success. Therefore, the higher students’ initial
commitments are, the better their integration with the HE system will be, and the better their
levels of subsequent commitment and possible success will be. Bean and Metzner (1985) built
on Tinto’s (1975) suggestion and confirmed the effect of goal and institutional commitment

on student success.

According to Schippers, Scheepers, and Peterson (2015), Locke’s (1968) theory of
goal setting could provide insight into the importance of students’ initial educational goals.
Locke (1968) postulated that goals are direct regulators of human behaviour. He assumes that
human behaviour is focussed and that goals direct and sustain individuals’ efforts towards
performing and achieving certain actions. Chipunza and Masiza (2004) used Locke’s (1968)
theory to examine the effect of goal setting on student performance and were of the opinion
that student goals can influence performance positively because goals direct students’

attention, mobilise their efforts, and increase their persistence.

On an international level, several researchers agree that initial goal and institutional
commitment are important factors in students’ academic success (Graham, 2007; Hirsch,
2001; Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2004; Lifteneggeret al., 2016). Graunke, Woosley, and
Helms (2006), and Nora, Barlow, and Crisp (2005) found that first-year students with high
levels of goal and institutional commitments were more likely to graduate within a smaller
number of years than first year students with lower levels of commitment were. Schippers et
al. (2015) postulated that high levels of goal commitment could aid culturally diverse students

from lower socio-economic backgrounds in achieving academic success.

Although students’ commitment to the institution provides information that can
explain student retention, it has been very difficult to quantify (Morris, 2002). Furthermore,
Bailey, Leinbach, and Jenkins (2006) and Liftenegger et al. (2016) indicated that, although
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students with higher initial goal and institutional commitments seem to be more likely to
achieve success, in some cases, students with lower levels of commitment do achieve success
and students with higher levels are less successful than expected. They proposed that other
factors (race, socio-economic status, and HE experiences), in combination with levels of

commitment, can give a better indication of expected success among students.

Similar to international findings, Mentz (2012) stated that students’ initial
commitments to their goals not only are a valid predictor of success, but also are significant in
the prediction of persistence for students who are at risk in SA. Mentz (2012) added that,
apart from academic performance at school, goal commitment is one of the best predictors of
academic success among minority groups. Several other SA researchers also point out that
students’ commitment to their academic goals and the institution affect their academic success
positively (Dass-Brailsford, 2005; Fakude, 2012; Fraser & Killen, 2003, 2005; Sadler &
Erasmus, 2005).

3.2.2 Academic self-concept. Sanchez and Sanchez Roda (2003) and Sigelman and
Rider (2006) described self-concept as an individual’s perceptions, knowledge, and attitudes
regarding their own unique characteristics. It is generally accepted that self-concept is ordered
in a hierarchy with general self-concept at the top of the hierarchy and domain-specific self-
concept views (e.g., academic, social, and physical) resorting under general self-concept
(Bong & Skaalvik, 2003; Byrne, 2002). In this study, the focus is specifically on academic
self-concept. Trautwein, Lidtke, Marsh, Koller, and Baumert (2006) defined academic self-

concept as individuals’ evaluation of themselves regarding their academic abilities.

Various researchers agree that the relationship between academic self-concept and
academic success is complex. Dambudzo (2009) supported the belief that consistent success
or failure has an effect on academic self-concept and that the level of academic success is
influenced by individuals® academic self-concept. Sanchez and Sanchez Roda (2003) agreed
on the complexity of academic self-concept, and indicate three models that could offer
explanations for this relationship. Firstly, academic success determines academic self-
concept. According to this point of view, individuals’ academic experiences of success or
failure play an integral role in the development of academic self-concept. In this model,
evaluations of others, as well as social comparisons, play an important role. Secondly,
academic self-concept determines the level of academic success. In this model, it is proposed

that individuals’ academic self-concept determines how successful they are academically.
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Lastly, academic success and academic self-concept influence each other equally. In this
model, other variables that could possibly affect academic success and academic self-concept
are also considered. Furthermore, Merritt and Buboltz (2015) explained that students from
poorer socio-economic backgrounds with parents who have lower levels of education have a
lower academic self-concept and lower levels of academic success. Similarly, DeFreitas and
Rinn (2013) found ethnic differences in students’ academic concept and academic success,
with white students performing better than African American and Latino students in terms of
academic self-concept scores and subsequent academic success. These notions are especially
significant in the SA context where large numbers of ethnically diverse students from various

socio-economic backgrounds enrol in HE.

Internationally, different opinions exist in terms of the predictive value of academic
self-concept in academic success. In terms of evidence from an international perspective,
Barker, Dowson, and Mclnery (2005) indicated that studies have continually shown a
moderate to strong relationship between academic success and academic-self-concept.
McCoach and Siegle (2003) and Kornilova, Kornilov, and Chumakova (2009) stated that as
much as a third of the variance in academic success can be explained by academic self-
concept. Cockley (2000) found a strong positive correlation between the academic self-
concept and academic success of African American college students. Although several other
researchers agree that academic self-concept positively correlates with students’ academic
success (Kobal & Musek, 2001; Lau & Chan, 2001; Michie, Glachan, & Bray, 2001;
Trautwein et al., 2006; Yilmaz, 2014), other researchers reported that the correlation between
academic success and academic self-concept is not significant (Awad, 2007; Freeman &

Areepattamannil, 2008).

Although general self-concept has been researched extensively, less literature,
especially in the SA context, exists in terms of academic self-concept (Basson, 2006). It
would seem that, similar to international findings, opposing views exist regarding the role of
academic self-concept in academic success in SA studies. According to Boakye (2015) and
Pretorius (2007), students from lower socio-economic backgrounds are likely to attend poorer
schools with fewer resources and receive education of a poorer quality than students from
higher socio-economic backgrounds do. These students are more likely to have negative
academic experiences and more negative academic self-concept views, which in turn affect
their academic performance in HE negatively. Kessi and Cornell (2016) indicated that black

students are more likely to view themselves as “second-class students”, and that students who
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viewed themselves in this way have significantly lower levels of academic success than their
peers have. Thus, it would seem that students’ socio-economic and ethnical backgrounds
could affect levels of academic self-concept and therefore academic performance. Finally,
Sommer (2013) argued that, although most of the research conducted on academic self-esteem
and success point to a positive correlation between these constructs, there are different
opinions regarding the directionality of this relationship.

Sikhwari (2014) found a significant positive correlation between success and
academic self-concept among SA students. Moreover, McCoach and Siegle (2001) indicated
academic self-concept combined with motivation are two of the best predictors of academic
success. Basson (2006) and Lemmens (2005) agreed that a positive relationship exists
between academic success and academic self-concept. Vogel and Human-Vogel (2016) found
that students’ academic self-concept had a positive effect on the amount of time and effort
they devoted to their academic careers and that this, in turn, had a positive effect on their
academic success. On the other hand, Van den Berg and Coetzee (2014) failed to confirm the
strong relationship between success and academic self-concept among SA students.
Furthermore, Keeve et al. (2012) found that academic self-concept viewed in isolation did not
correlate with academic success, but that it could play a role when considered along with
other possible predictors of academic success. More research, specifically in a SA context, is

required on the subject of academic self-concept.

3.2.3 Physical and psychological energy devoted to HE activities. In the previous
chapter, Astin’s (1984) notion of students’ levels of physical and psychological energy
devoted to the academic experience was introduced. He views physical energy as students’
behaviour and psychological energy as the level of motivation that students posses. Donahue
(2015) and Korobova (2012) agreed that the physical and psychological energy that students

spend on their HE careers resemble student motivation.

Several researchers indicate the reciprocal relationship between students’ motivation
and their behaviour. Coetzee (2011) was of the opinion that students who are motivated will
be more enthusiastic to learn and more willing to become involved in academic activities,
while unmotivated students will be less systematic in their learning efforts and less likely to
ask for help when they do not understand what is being taught. Similarly, Afzal, Ali, Khan,
and Hamid (2010), Awan, Noureen, and Naz (2011), Onete, Edet, Udey, and Ogbor (2012),

and Sikhwari (2014) viewed motivation as an internal condition that directs and maintains
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behaviour. They agreed that motivation has a positive effect on students’ academic behaviour.
Pintrich and Schunk (2002) indicated the positive influence of motivation on students’
learning and performance, but add that students’ behaviour in turn influences their motivation.
Thus, it would seem that high levels of motivation (or psychological energy) will lead to
positive academic behaviour (or physical energy) and that positive academic behaviour in turn
influences students’ levels of motivation (Ajiboye & Tella, 2006; Bailey & Phillips, 2015;
Kusurkar, Ten Cate, VVos, Westers, & Croiset, 2012).

Several researchers indicate the positive effect of high levels of motivation on
students’ success. On an international level, Afzal et al. (2010), Ahmed and Bruinsma (2006),
and Lau and Chan (2001) found motivation to be positively associated with academic success.
Robbins et al. (2004) indicated that students with high levels of motivation are more likely to
persist in their studies and succeed academically than their less motivated counterparts.
Ajiboye and Tella (2006) stated that adequate learning and success is unlikely to take place in
the absence of motivation. However, McCoach and Siegle (2001) viewed the relationship
between motivation (psychological energy) and academic success as complex, while
Areepattamannil and Freeman (2008) could find only a weak correlation between high levels

of motivation and academic success.

In terms of the effect of physical energy (student behaviour) on academic success, it is
indicated above that high levels of psychological energy (motivation) will most likely lead to
positive student behaviours. Akey (2006) and Neto (2015) showed that literature largely
supports the positive role that students’ behaviour play in their academic success. According
to Foreman and Retallick (2013) and Wagner and Ruch (2015), researchers support Astin’s
(1984, 1999) view that the psychical energy students dedicate to their HE experience affect
their success positively. They showed that the frequency and quality of students’ involvement
in activities are associated with higher educational objectives, improved self-confidence, and

better interpersonal and leadership skills, which in turn have a positive effect on success.

In the SA context, Bitzer (2009) found that high levels of motivation had a
considerable effect on the academic performance of especially first-year students. Sikhwari
(2014) postulated that a lack of motivation among students is one of the most significant
factors affecting students’ learning and academic success, in particular among historically
disadvantaged students. Bailey and Phillips (2015) indicated that students who are motivated

to study and put effort into their academic tasks are more satisfied with their HE experience
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and also perform better academically. Lastly, Coetzee (2011) and Mentz (2012) also indicated
the importance of motivation for students’ success. In addition, Mentz (2012) indicated the
importance of physical energy (student behaviours) for student success. Behaviours that have
been shown to have a positive effect on student success include spending sufficient time on
academic activities, attending class regularly, adequate contact with staff and peers, and
participation in extracurricular activities (Mentz, 2012).

3.2.4 Degree for which enrolled. Leppel (2001) was of the opinion that student
success and persistence may be related to the degree or programme for which a student is
enrolled. She postulated that students whose degrees are oriented to a specific profession (e.qg.,
engineering, health, or business) may have different success rates than students enrolled in
other degrees or programmes because the choice of professional degrees may reflect higher
commitment to educational goals. Students enrolled in these degrees and programmes may
regard the job-related benefits of staying enrolled in HE as very important, and therefore they
may have higher rates of persistence and success. On the other hand, Leppel (2001) stated that
students who are enrolled in degrees and programmes that are not linked directly to particular
career fields may have chosen their areas of study because of a high interest in studying the
particular subjects. Consequently, these students may be more likely to think that their areas
of study are interesting, which leads to higher levels of success and persistence. Leppel (2001)
also mentioned that, if students in professional degrees and programmes find their coursework
uninteresting, they may be more inclined to change degrees or even drop out from HE
altogether. She concluded that two effects may be related to the degree for which students are
enrolled and their academic success, namely students’ commitment to their academic goals,
and their interest in the subjects that form part of the degree or programme, and that these

effects could be functioning in opposite directions.

Internationally, various researchers agreed that the degree for which students are
enrolled could affect their success and persistence. Daempfle (2003) and Purdie (2007) were
of the opinion that the degree for which students are enrolled could have both direct and
indirect consequences on student success, and they state that students enrolled in science,
mathematics and engineering courses encounter less welcoming and engaging classrooms in
comparison to other students, which could have a negative effect on their success. Nora,
Barlow, and Crisp (2005) found that the demanding course loads of certain degrees and
programmes could lead to students dropping out from HE. Ryan and Glenn (2004) indicated

that students who enrol for degrees that include academic skill development have higher rates
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of success that their counterparts who enrol for degrees that are more focussed on integrating
students into the academic community. On the other hand, Crissman Ishler and Upcraft
(2005) showed that students who are enrolled in more complicated or technical degrees are
less likely to drop out from HE, even though conventional knowledge would seem to indicate
the opposite. This was confirmed by Pascarella and Terenzini (2005), who found that students
enrolled in business, science, health-related, and engineering degrees are more likely to reach

success than students in other degree programmes.

In SA, racial imbalances are still evident in enrolments in the different degree
programmes. According to the CHE (2009), degrees in education continue to attract the
highest proportion of black students, while all other fields of study continue to attract
disproportionately more white students. Similarly, the DHET (2014a) stated that black and
previously disadvantaged students are still underrepresented in the areas of engineering,
science, human and animal health, and postgraduate qualifications. Furthermore, graduation
rates also vary by field of study, with the highest success rates in the human and social
sciences and the lowest success rates in business, commerce, and management (CHE, 2009).
However, in a study by a CHE task team (CHE, 2013), it was found that students in more
selective professional degrees achieved higher rates of success than did students enrolled in
other degrees.

It is evident from the discussion above that the relationship between the degree for
which students are enrolled and their academic success may be complex. When examining
international as well as SA research, no clear answer emerges, and more research is required

on the topic.

3.3  HE Experience Stage — Integration with the HE Context

Researchers pointed out the importance of students’ integration with the HE context as
a determinant of student success (Jensen, 2011). Students who are unable to integrate with the
HE context successfully are at risk to perform poorly academically, feel maladjusted, or
discontinue their studies (Hatakka, 2012). In the following section, factors that contribute to
students’ integration with HE are examined. Three main sections are examined, namely
students’ academic integration, social integration, and external factors that play a role in

student success.
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3.3.1 Academic integration. In the previous chapter, Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993)
concept of academic integration was introduced. Bahr, Toth, Thirolf, and Massé (2013) stated
that the definition of academic integration has evolved over the years. Originally, Tinto
(1975) characterised academic integration in terms of two aspects: firstly, meeting certain
explicit academic standards of the HE institution (measured primarily through the use of
marks achieved), and secondly, identifying with the norms of the academic system. In a later
work, Tinto (1987) defined academic integration as a student becoming integrated or
incorporated with the intellectual and academic systems of the HE institution and becoming
skilled members in these systems. More recently, Tinto (1993) postulated that the idea of
academic integration refers to students’ perceptions of their “fit” with the academic
environment of the HE institution. These perceptions are the result of interactions with peers

and staff in formal and informal academic contexts (Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie 2009).

Townsend and Wilson (2009) agreed with Tinto (1975, 1987) that academic
integration refers to students’ sense of belonging to an academic institution. Whannell, Alen,
and Lynch (2010) viewed academic integration as students’ feelings of connectedness to and
interest in the academic sphere of the institution, students’ motivation, attendance, and their
participation in academic activities. Flowers (2006) was of the opinion that Tinto’s (1975,
1993) notion of academic integration includes, but is not limited to, experiences that students
have at an HE institution that support academic development, promote cognitive

development, and improve students’ academic motivation to pursue academic tasks.

Tinto (1993) posited that positive interactive experiences with the academic sphere of
the HE institution will enhance the probability that students will persist in the HE institution
until completing their degrees. Several researchers (Deil-Amen, 2011; Morris, 2002;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) have indicated the effect of academic integration on student

retention and success.

Another important concept that was discussed in the previous chapter that links
closely with student integration, is student engagement (Kuh et al., 2006). Student
engagement has enjoyed significant attention since the mid-1990s, and the notion of student
engagement evolved from the work of Astin (1984) regarding student involvement (Trowler,
2010). According to Mentz (2012), the study of student engagement regards students’
involvement in their learning in terms of the effort and time that are put into academic tasks

and activities as crucial in academic success. Furthermore, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005)
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stated that the time and energy that students devote to their educational activities relate
directly to student success. This is confirmed by the work of various other researchers in the
field of student engagement that found robust correlations between student involvement in
educational activities and positive outcomes in terms of student success (Berger & Milem,
1999; Kuh et al., 2005, 2006; Trowler, 2010).

In this study, the notions of Tinto (1993), Kuh et al. (2006), Whannel et al. (2010), and
Wolf-Wendel et al. (2009), namely that academic integration and involvement refer to
students’ interaction with the academic environment of an institution and students’
perceptions of their “fit” with the academic environment were used. Students’ class
attendance, the time they spend on academic tasks, and their academic contact with staff and

peers are discussed below as variables of academic integration.

3.3.1.1 Class attendance. The class attendance of students has become a focus point
in studies on student success (Kuh, 2003; Wilms, 2003). Romer (1993) and Stanca (2006)
stated that one of the major problems in assessing the effects of students’ class attendance on
their academic performance is the fact that attendance levels are not intrinsic. This happens
because in some cases, class attendance is optional and students can choose whether they
want to attend classes and lectures or not. In turn, these choices are affected by individual
characteristics like students’ abilities, effort, and motivation, which are also very likely to
affect academic performance. Students who are more interested in the study material, more
skilled academically, or more motivated to achieve high marks are more likely to attend
classes than less motivated or less interested students are. Thus, it may be that students’
motivation and determination could be the driving factor behind class attendance. However,
Romer (1993) was of the opinion that, although the relationship between class attendance and
academic performance includes the effects of other student characteristics, a significant part

of students’ academic performance could still be explained by their class attendance.

Various international researchers suggest a correlation between class attendance and
academic success. Ajiboye and Tella (2006) and Alexander and Hicks (2016) found that
students who attended classes more regularly also performed better academically, while
Jameel and Hamdan (2015) and Ledman and Kamuche (2002) found that students with better
attendance rates not only achieved higher marks, but also had better knowledge regarding the
course material. Moreover, although Salamonson, Andrew, and Everett (2009) and Singh,

Granville, and Dika (2002) could find no link between time spent on other academic activities
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and academic success, both of these studies signify the importance of class attendance on
students’ success. Credé Roch and Kieszczynka (2010), Landin and Perez (2015), and Moore
et al. (2003) also confirmed these results. Chung (2004) viewed regular class attendance as an
obvious condition for student success and explains that students who do not attend classes
regularly do not achieve academic success and may withdraw from HE. He added that there
will be students who do attend class regularly and still struggle, just as there will be students
who do not attend class and achieve success. However, he contended that evidence strongly

suggests that class attendance is of importance in academic success.

In SA, limited literature exists regarding class attendance and academic success
(Thatcher, Fridjhon, & Cockcroft, 2007). However, some findings indicate a positive
correlation. Nyamapfene (2010) found that class attendance is an important determinant for
academic success. Furthermore, he indicates that students who attend classes more regularly
also have more contact with lecturers outside classes, which could further enhance their
academic performance. Kersop (2008), Pickworth, Snyman, White, and Beukes (2005), as
well as Thatcher et al. (2007) agreed that class attendance is an important indicator in student
success. However, Van Walbeek (2004) found no significant correlation between class
attendance and academic performance among first-year students. Wadesango and
Machingambi (2011) showed that students from lower socio-economic backgrounds students
who work part-time while studying have lower levels of class attendance and, consequently,

lower levels of academic success.

3.3.1.2 Time spent on academic tasks. Several researchers have examined the
importance of time that students devote to their academic tasks in their ultimate academic
success (Carini, Kuh, & Klein, 2006). According to Jez and Wassmer (2011) and You (2015),
it is logical to assume that the more time students spend on academic activities, the better their
academic performance should be. However, the relationship between academic success and
time spent on academic tasks yields positive results only when the time students spend on
academic activities is engaged time. Carini et al. (2006) agreed that the more students study or
practise a certain subject, get feedback on their assignments, and spend time on solving
problems, the more proficient they should become in these academic activities, provided that
the time spent on these tasks was engaged time. Furthermore, students who are involved in
academic activities in HE develop habits and skills that broaden their capacity for continuous

learning and personal development (Shulman, 2002).
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Internationally, opposing views exist in terms of the value of time spent on academic
tasks as a predictor of students’ academic success. Kaminski, Laster, Rosen, and Turnock
(2006) found that academically unsuccessful students spent less time on their academic tasks
than their more successful peers did. George, Dixon, Stansal, Gelb, and Pheri (2008),
Nasrullah and Khan (2015), and Nonis and Hudson (2006) also found that students who spent
more time on academic tasks were generally more successful academically. However, some
researchers failed to find a relationship between the time spent on academic tasks and
academic success. Zulauf (2001) found that, although a correlation between time spent on
academic tasks and academic success existed, this correlation was so insignificant that there
would only be an increase of 0,025% in students’ average marks for each hour of additional
studying. Students would thus have to increase their study time with up to 40 hours per week
to achieve a noticeable improvement in their academic success. Additionally, Salamonson et
al. (2009) could not find a significant link between the time spent on academic tasks and
academic success. Equally, Singh et al. (2002) found the time spent on academic tasks a poor

predictor of academic success.

Limited research regarding the relationship between time spent on academic tasks and
academic success exists in the SA context. However, the available results are similar to what
was established internationally. In a study at the University of Cape Town, it was found that
students who are at risk could be assisted to achieve academic success when these students
were taught effective time management skills coupled with attending classes regularly. These
students were encouraged to spend more time on academic tasks, and tutor groups were
established to this extent (Davidowitz & Schreiber, 2008). Mentz (2012) and Theron (2015)
also indicated that the time students spend on academic tasks has an effect on their learning,
development and, ultimately, academic success. Conversely, Keeve et al. (2012) did not find a
significant relationship between time spent on academic tasks and students’ academic success.
However, they did find that time spent on academic tasks, combined with other predictors of

academic success would contribute positively to academic success.

3.3.1.3 Academic contact with staff. Several researchers documented the effect of
formal (academic) and informal (non-academic) interaction between students and staff on
student persistence and success. According to Umbach and Wawrzynski (2005), researchers
investigating the academic interactions between students and staff in the HE context relied
greatly on models of Astin (1993) and Tinto (1993). In these models, researchers proposed

that the more involved students are in HE experiences, the more likely it is that student
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learning, retention, and satisfaction will occur. One of the important aspects of successful
academic integration in these models is positive interactions between students and staff in the
classroom. Furthermore, Endo and Harpel (1982) were of the opinion that academic
interaction between students and staff has several advantages. It provides an opportunity for
students to obtain academic information, leads to better problem solving, improves critical
thinking, and heightens the motivation to achieve academic goals.

Although most researchers focussed their attention on the informal or non-academic
contact between students and staff as predictor of academic success (Alderman, 2008; Deil-
Amen, 2011; Komarraju, Musulkin, & Bhattacharya, 2010), some international evidence
regarding formal or academic student-staff contact has been recorded. Cole (2007), Cole and
Jackson (2005), and Reed (2015) posited that academic student-staff contact is the major
vehicle through which learning is facilitated and that, for this reason, it is not unexpected that
these interactions have been linked significantly to students’ intellectual development,
learning, educational satisfaction, persistence, and academic success. Kuh and Hu (2001)
found that the frequency of student-staff interaction has a significantly positive effect on the
time that students spend on educational activities. They also showed that the more the
student-staff interaction is related to academic aspects, the more positive the effect thereof is
on student satisfaction and other academic outcomes. Kim and Lundberg (2015) found that
academic interactions between students and staff are related to higher levels of engagement in
class and higher levels of cognitive development among students, which consequently has a
positive effect on academic success. Murray and Malmgren (2005) stated that academic
interactions between students and staff are especially beneficial for students who are at risk
from poor socio-economic backgrounds. Stage and Hossler (2000), and Tinto (2000) were of
the opinion that students’ interaction with staff members is the best predictor of student
persistence. Several other researchers confirmed the positive effect of academic student-staff
interaction on student success (DeFreitas & Bravo, 2012; Graunke & Woosley, 2005; Kim,
2010; Thompson, 2001). On the other hand, Cole and Griffin (2013) were unable to find a
significant correlation between academic success and either formal or informal academic

interaction between students and staff.

In terms of South African research, Strydom, Basson, and Mentz (2012) stated that, by
interacting with staff members, students learn how experts think and are exposed to problem-
solving strategies. They found that students are more likely to have academic than non-

academic interactions with staff members. Fakude (2012) and Louw (2005) indicated that
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student-staff contact has been linked with better academic performance among students in
HE, while Coetzee (2011) pointed out that academic contact between lecturers and students
has a positive effect on students’ academic self-concept and motivation, which in turn affect
their academic success. Moja, Schreiber, and Luescher-Mamashela (2014) also signified the
importance of academic interactions between students and staff in students’ overall
integration with the HE culture and for their ultimate success in HE.

3.3.1.4 Academic contact with peers. Piaget (1971) highlighted the value of
academic contact with peers and believes that interaction between peers is likely to encourage
the exchange of thought and discussion. He valued the cognitive conflict that multiple
perspectives can bring and considers co-operation and interaction as essential for the
development of critical thought and objectivity. Likewise, Vygotsky (1962) also called
attention to the value of peer learning. He considered peer collaboration and interaction as an

integral part of the development of a range of cognitive skills.

Internationally, Astin (1993) argued that peer interactions are the most important
source of influence in students’ success in HE. Falchikov (2001) and Tran (2014) posited that
interaction with peers in the academic setting can result in the development of cognitive and
intellectual skills and enhance students’ understanding of academic information, which
indirectly leads to higher levels of success. Similarly, Altun (2015) and Latino and Unite
(2012) indicated that peer influences in academic settings have significant positive effects on
students. They found robust positive effects on students’ educational outcomes, such as
academic achievement, student retention, enjoyment of subject matter, and cognitive
development in students’ with regular positive academic peer interactions. Several other
researchers also drew attention to the powerful influence of peer contact and interaction in
academic contexts (Colvin, 2007). Dutch, Gron, and Allen (2001), Ender and Newton (2000),
and Fortney, Johnson, and Long (2001) viewed academic peer interactions as more valuable
than interactions with academic advisors and instructors, while Falchikov (2001) indicated
that peer interactions in academic contexts positively affect levels of motivation and the
amount of learning that takes place. Lastly, Winston and Zimmerman (2004) indicated a

positive relationship between academic peer interaction and improved academic performance.

Although limited, it would seem that SA results echo international findings. Mentz
(2012) indicated the importance of peer interactions in student engagement and, ultimately,
student retention. Strydom, Basson, and Mentz (2012), Strydom and Mentz (2010), and
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Strydom, Kuh, and Mentz (2010) indicated that students learn more and are involved more
intensely in their education when they collaborate with others in terms of academic work.
They found that although students in SA do take part in collaborative learning, these
interactions are affected by race and ethnicity. In academic contexts, white and coloured
students more frequently interact with peers than their black counterparts do. Moreover,
Pillay, and Maharaj (2014) pointed out the importance of academic interaction among peers,
specifically for previously disadvantaged students who are at risk. More research is required
in the South African context regarding the effect of academic contact with peers, ethnicity,

and race and the effect thereof on academic success.

3.3.2 Social integration. As with Tinto’s (1975, 1993) notion of academic
integration, his concept of social integration has been prominent in discussions regarding
student persistence and success (Duggan & Pickering, 2008; Flaga, 2006; Townsend &
Wilson, 2009). Similar to academic integration, Tinto (1975, 1993) posited that social
integration plays an integral part in students’ decisions to persist or depart from the HE
institution. Demetriou and Schmitz-Sciborsky (2011) posit that researchers have been
emphasising the significance of students’ social integration in their academic success for the

past 30 years.

In his initial description of the concept, Tinto (1975) depicted social integration as
students’ perceptions of “fit” or sense of belonging to the specific HE institution. This was the
result of informal peer group associations, extracurricular activities, and interaction with
lecturers and staff, all of which facilitate varying degrees of friendship support, faculty
support, social communication, and collective affiliation to the HE institution. In turn, this
connectedness will affect students’ developing evaluation of the costs and benefits of
remaining enrolled in HE. According to Tinto (1993), the extent of students’ social
integration does not rely on a broad or complete compatibility with the dominant culture of
the institution, but rather on students’ ability to create connections and develop relationships
within at least one institutional subculture. Moreover, social integration does not solely
influence students’ persistence by improving their sense of emotional well-being, but also

through assisting their academic integration with the HE institution (Bahr et al., 2013).

Roberts and McNeese (2010) and Trowler (2010) posited that students must become
engaged in activities that encourage both academic and social reinforcement. Moreover,

Roberts and McNeese (2010) were of the opinion that the first step for students in overall
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student engagement is to engage socially with peers, since these interactions support academic
learning and also filter through into other areas of the HE experience. Furthermore, Thomas
(2012) stated that engagement in the social sphere of the HE institution can offer informal
support to students. Lastly, Osterman (2000) indicated that social engagement fosters a sense

of belonging, which is associated significantly with students’ academic success.

As indicated above, social integration and engagement involves the experiences that
enable students to connect to the HE institution environment, which would aid in their
psychological and social development and contribute to their overall satisfaction and success
in HE (Flowers, 2006; Tinto, 1975, 1993). Positive experiences in the social systems of the
institution will reinforce students’ educational goals and commitment to the HE institution
and strengthen the decision to persist (Morris, 2002; Tinto, 1993). Swail et al. (2003) and
Osterman (2000) indicated that the establishment of friendships with peers and connections

with staff members are important factors in student integration and success.

In this study, variables that are discussed next as part of students’ social integration
and engagement include students’ non-academic contact with staff and peers, students’
participation in extracurricular activities, and students’ living arrangements (living on or off

campus).

3.3.2.1 Non-academic contact with staff. The importance of non-academic or
informal contact between students and staff members has been documented for decades
(Alderman, 2008; Halawa 2006; Kuh, 2001; Thompson, 2001). Coates and Radloff (2014)
were of the opinion that non-academic contact between students and staff is just as important
as academic student-staff interaction. They postulated that informal interactions open up
potential for conversations across a wide range of issues, introduce students to previously
unfamiliar ways of engaging with their modules and disciplines, and place the learning
experience in an associated context that supports student engagement. Lastly, improved
informal student-staff interactions will create a sense of belonging in students and will
reinforce a shared responsibility for student success. Glass, Kociolek, Wongtrirat, Lynch, and
Cong (2015) agreed with the previous statement but emphasise the positive effect that non-
academic contact with staff members has on the academic success of racially diverse students

and students who are at risk.

107



Factors and experiences related to academic success

On an international level, Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) drew attention to the
importance of informal or non-academic student-staff interaction. They indicated that this
informal contact is of great importance, specifically for students with lower levels of initial
commitment to their educational goals and the HE institution. Reason et al. (2005) reported
that contact between students and staff could predict the development of academic
competence among first year students. Other researchers link non-academic contact between
students and staff members to several other positive student outcomes, including higher levels
of academic achievement, student satisfaction, and retention (Alderman, 2008; Anaya & Cole,
2001; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Amelink (2005) focussed particularly on first-generation
students and found that the students that reported positive non-academic interactions with
staff were more satisfied with their academic experience and more likely to achieve academic

success than did students with fewer interactions with staff.

Although Kuh and Hu (2001) and Kuh et al. (2006) agreed that a relationship between
informal student-staff contact and positive outcomes for students exists, they pointed out that
it is difficult to determine if students that are more satisfied and more confident seek out
relationships with staff or if students that seek out relationships with staff become more
confident and satisfied because of the interaction. However, Kuh et al. (2006) posited that for
most students, most of the time, interaction with staff members will be advantageous. On the
other hand, Cole and Griffin (2013) found that no significant relationship exists between

students’ academic achievement and either academic or non-academic contact with staff.

In SA, Jones et al. (2008) also highlighted the importance of informal contact between
students and staff members, especially in the case of students