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ABSTRACT

Key words: first year experience, student teaching and learning, transition into
university, workload

This study reports on learning challenges that first-year Psychology students
experience at an institution of higher education (HE). The aim of the study was to
determine and understand first-year Psychology students’ learning experience of
academic learning, social learning and other environmental aspects that have an
influence on learning during their first-year. A qualitative research method was
applied to explore students’ learning experiences and perceptions of how to manage
workload and challenges that students face during their first-year of study. The
convenient sampling method was applied in the study. The data was collected
through an open-ended questionnaire and a face-to-face interview with one
Psychology lecturer. The data of the study was analysed by means of content
analysis where themes developed from responses of participants.

Most first-year students are expected to become autonomous students in their
learning throughout their undegraduate degree and beyond. They are exposed to
various environments at the university such as the library, lecture halls which are
much bigger than classes in secondary school, tutorial classes and other aspects
which include teaching and learning styles, study methods, writing assignments,
tests, examinations, assessments criteria and working in groups. First year students
need support from lecturers, peers and other role players to assist with the transition
process from secondary school to HE. The implication of the study is that during
transition process, there is a huge possibility that students could drop out and even
fail during the first semester. With the support from lecturers and more first year
programmes students could adapt easily.

In conclusion, students experience a myriad of challenges during their first year even
though challenges may not be the same. Students are not sure what to expect from
the university. Social activities such residence activities or Receive and Give (RAG),
lack of support from lecturers, poor time management, the transition process,
financial constraints, and academic workload and lecturers feedback emerged as the
factors having the greatest impact on students’ learning and academic success.
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CHAPTER 1
ORIENTATION AND BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

1.1ORIENTATION OF THE STUDY

Enrolling at a university for the first time is often exciting and challenging for most
students. Transition can also be a challenge for first-year students (Leibowitz, Van
der Merwe and Van Schalkwyk, 2009; Lowe and Cook, 2003:53; Brinkworth,
McCann, Matthews and Nordstrém, 2009:158). This immediate change of Higher
Education (HE) makes first year students to acknowledge their personal
responsibility of both academic and social life, moving from a controlled environment
of high school and family (Lowe and Cook, 2003:5.3). Therefore, transition is very
important to students’ academic achievement, learning environment and personal life
because it is the introduction process (Hultberg, Plosa, Hendryb, and Kjellgrena,
2008:48).

Students’ perception of coming to the university is that they assume that it will be an
exciting social life and a réasonable demand of academic work. Another perception
is that students think that their learning experience in high school would not be
different from that of university level including the learning styles and approaches.
One of the reasons for students to enter HE is freedom and running away from
house chores (Lowe and Cook, 2003:58-59). Students’ expectations of HE are
influenced by the way in which they are prepared in high school (Lowe and Cook,
2003:53). Hultberg et al. (2008:47) add that the way students are introduced to HE
influences their academic life.

Most first-year students who enrol at an institution of HE are underprepared and
struggle to become independent learners and independent thinkers (Groves, Bowd
and Smith, 2010; Johnston, 2010). Students in their first-year are expected to adjust
to a social and academic environment which involves, among others, being exposed
to various teaching styles, which may not always be compatible with their particular
learning styles. The environment, unmet expectations and financial pressure are
some factors that can have an influence on the retention of first-year students
(Heaton-Shrestha, May and Burke, 2009:83). The result of not performing well and
dropping out is shown to be due to an unpleasant transition to new academia and
the social demands of university life. A lack of success among first-year students is

l|Page



mostly caused by drop-out (Lowe and Cook, 2003:53). Therefore, participating in HE
involves a series of successive decisions first-year students have to make, the

environment they have adjust to, and teaching and learning styles they need to
adopt.

1.2 RESEARCH PROBLEM, RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND AIM

First-year students encounter many challenges such as academic work load,
finances, personal problems, a lack of contact with academic staff and they also find
it difficult to summarise notes for themselves. These challenges may adversely affect
their academic success (Rowley, Hartley and Larkin, 2008:400). Lowe and Cook
(2003:66) found that one third of students showed that they have difficulties in coping
with the academic work load and others with self-directed study. Students have to
familiarise themselves with classes from small to big and different classroom

arrangements.

Most first-year students do not know which method they should use to study. The
study skills and learning strategies that students learned in high school are not
applicable for the independent style of learning in HE. The academic staff thinks that
students will adapt to teaching styles, study skills such as note-taking and time
management during the course of the year (Lowe and Cook, 2003:54). First-year
students’ need support to achieve and improve on their study methods. Thus
teaching/facilitation methods of lecturers will also play a big role assisting students to
succeed academically.

1.2.1 Statement of purpose

The aim of this study was to identify the learning challenges that Psychology
students experience during their first-year of study at the University of the Free State
(UFS). The above raises the following research questions:

e What are the learning challenges that first-year Psychology students
experience at institutions of HE?
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o What factors contribute to first-year Psychology students not succeeding
academically at the UFS?

e What strategies can the UFS implement to assist first-year Psychology
students with their learning challenges?

1.3 DEMARCATION OF THE RESEARCH

The study falls within the field of HE because of it focuses on student experience,
teaching and learning. Both themes are currently applied within the field of HE
research. The first-year students were identified at UFS during tutorial classes (Tight,
2012:9).

1.4 CONCEPTS CLARIFICATION

Learning can be defined as a way in which students acquire knowledge through
studying and can be motivating, rewarding and exciting (Byrne, Flood and Willis,
2002:28; Thompson and Thornton, 2002:792).

First-year refers to “first-year of study of an undergraduate or postgraduate student
in a higher education institution” (Harvey, Drew and Smith, 2006:1).

1.5 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

The research and methodology of the study was focused on theoretical framework of
the literature, the assumption regarding learning experience of first-year students.
The paradigm from which the researcher selected was mainly used to understand
the students learning experience and the perspective from the lecturer through
conducting interview. The methods used in the study are the means used gathering
and analysing data.

1.5.1 Research design
A qualitative research approach was applied in this study supported by quantitative
research study. It is an exploratory-descriptive research design where perceptions of
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first-year Psychology students regarding their learning experiences were obtained.
The target population for the study was second year students who are enrolled in a
Psychology course at the UFS. The purpose of selecting second year Psychology
students is to share their experiences during their first year of study. An interpretivist

paradigm for this study was used, where students’ views and interpretations were
obtained.

1.5.2 Sampling

Participants were selected by means of convenience sampling which is a non-
probability sampling method. This is a convenient method for exploratory research
(Maree and Pietersen, 2007:177). The sample consisted of 59 Psychology students.
One first-year Psychology lecturer was interviewed to obtain their perceptions based
on challenges that may affect the learning experience of first-year Psychology
students.

1.56.3 Data collection

Data for the study was collected through an open-ended questionnaire (see
Appendix 3) and face-to-face interview (see appendix 4) with one lecturer where
digital voice recorders was used in order to gain students’ personal learning
experiences, learning challenges and problems they faced during their first-year of
study. All participants were requested to supply biographical information for a
demographic basis. The participants received an informed letter of consent (see
Appendix 1) to sign, explaining the purpose of the study and the rights of the
respondents. The aim of the face-to-face interview with the lecturer (see appendix 4),

was to gain insight into the perception on learning experiences of first-year students.

1.5.4 Data analysis

The data analysis was done by means of content analysis, where themes that
develop from the discussions and interviews took precedence. Content analysis is
used to analyse interviews, focus group and open-ended questions on surveys and
recapitulate message content (Nieuwenhuis, 2007b:101). Information from the
demographics was displayed graphically using descriptive statistics. Descriptive
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statistics are used to organise, summarise and describe collected data in a
significant way either numerically or graphically (Salkind, 2008:8; Pietersen and
Maree, 2007:11).

1.6 VALUE OF THE STUDY

The results of the stud provided an insight into the challenges that affect or
contribute to first-year Psychology students’ success and learning challenges at an
institution of HE. The researcher was interested to know what learning experiences
students had during their first-year and how they managed their personal problems,
pressure, demands of academic work and overcame their learning challenges. This
study will also assist lecturers with information on learning experiences of first-year
Psychology students which will provide them with valuable insight into how they can
inter alia adapt their teaching methods to assist students to adopt a deep approach
to learning.

1.7 ETHICAL CONSIDERATION

Permission to conduct the study was obtained from the head of the Psychology
department (see Appendix 2). Alder and Clark (2003:41) define ethics as principles
that are used to determine applicable and acceptable social conduct. Similarly,
Strydom and Venter (2002:62) state that ethics are normal standards that are set by
individuals or groups and offer acknowledged rules to be followed. The informed
consent (see Appendix 1) of participants to take part in research was obtained
beforehand (Dale, 2004:n.p.). The participants were informed about the purpose of
the study and the right to withdraw from participating in the study at any time.
Participation was voluntary and there was no financial compensation for
participation. The identity of individuals from whom information obtained in the study
was kept strictly confidential and the study offered anonymity.
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1.7 LAY-OUT OF THE STUDY

The lay-out of the study is as follows:

Chapter 1 serves as an introduction and background to the learning experience of
first-year Psychology students. Important factors affecting students Ilearning
experience will be adequately discussed. Furthermore, issues such as the transition,
student’s expectations, underprepared and finances will also be deliberated.

Chapter 2 will provide a literature study of learning experience of first-year students.
An exploration of other factors that contribute to students not succeeding
academically, adjustment, teaching and learning styles and approaches that
students adopt and theories of learnihg will be discussed.

In Chapter 3, the research methodology, design and analysis used will be discussed
in depth including ethical considerations of the study.

In Chapter 4 the results of the study will be presented in accordance with the
questionnaire and responses from interview questions will also be discussed.

In chapter 5 a summary, conclusions and implications of the study will be provided
and discussed. The limitations and future research will also be discussed.

1.8 CONCLUSION

First-year experience of Psychology students is extremely vital for HE as it has
become a field of study and research. First-year students go through many
complications which seriously affect their career choices, learning experience and
academic success. These students need to be fully prepared for HE so that they can
be independent learners. They are mostly affected by unexpected as well as
expected problems of everyday life. It is very important to understand the learning
experiences and challenges they come across during their first year of study.

The study applied qualitative research method and supported by quantitative
research method. The purposeful convenience sampling was used to select
participants to conduct research. Data was collected through an interview from one
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first year Psychology lecturer and open-ended questionnaires from Psychology
students. The data collected was analysed by means of themes that developed from
responses of participants. Ethical protocol was followed strictly during the course of
this study to ensure reliability and validity. It was important to notify participants of
the purpose of the study and assured of confidentiality/anonymity of their identity and
their rights to participate. Participants completed an informed letter of consent (see
Appendix 1) which explained that all the information obtained in the study was kept
strictly confidential and their identity was anonymous.

The next chapter will focus on the theoretical framework of the study which will cover
theories of learning, transition into HE, students teaching and learning. This chapter
will also look at the factors affecting students’ academic success.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 INTRODUCTION

In chapter 2 the orientation and background of the study were discussed. This
chapter reports on literature study based on learning experience of first-year
students. A university is an institution of HE which offers a place for students’ future
academic success, sharpens students’ minds, equips them with the necessary
knowledge, skills and competences for lifelong learning. It also grants students’
academic degrees in order to prepare them for their different communal activities
(Vawda, 2005:1-2). Most first-year students who enrol at an institution of HE are
underprepared and struggle to become independent learners and independent
thinkers (Groves et al. 2010; Brinkworth et al. 2009:158; Johnston, 2010). These
students further experience problems such as a lack of contact with academic staff,
the capacity to handle workload and feelings of isolation and they become
excessively stressed about almost relating to their first-year experiences (Heirdsfield,
Walker, Walsh and Wilss, 2008:109; Pitkethly and Prosser, 2001:186; De Beer,
2006:32; Fisher, Cavanagh and Bowles, 2011:226).

According to Rowley et al. (2008:400) students experience failure, success,
adjustment to the university and inability to complete their studies. Hultberg et al.
(2008:49) and Fisher et al. (2011:226) are in agreement that factors that have an
impact on the learning experiences of first-year students are the ability to cope with
the academic work load, the appearance of the learning environment, ability to
receive financial advice, having stability between social and personal life,
independence, accessibility of learning facilities, different assessment techniques,
perceptions of university life and views of society and students. Hultberg et al.
(2008:48) further indicate factors that have an influence on the dropout rate of
students are debt (financial problems), lecturers’ lack of teaching skills and inability
to cope with academic workload. Rowley et al. (2008:400) state that students slowly
familiarise themselves with existing study skills which in turn makes it difficult for
their transition to a new environment. In addition, the learning experience of all first-
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year students may not be the same and theories of learning will explain how
students learn.

2.2 THEORIES OF LEARNING

Learning is a process of acquiring knowledge through studying (Byrne et al.
2002:28). Learning also changes student behaviour which may results from maturity
(Costa, 2009:3). The following theories of learning are selected for the reason that
they are applied in teaching and learning, they demonstrate how students learn new
behaviour, construct own meaning to accommodate new learning experience and

how students understand the process of learning.

2.2.1 Skinner’s Operant Conditioning learning theory

According to Skinner's operant conditioning theory (in Sigelman and Rider 2006:34)
learning is the gaining of new knowledge, conceptual change through intellectual or
critical thinking; this includes methods of study or learning, student perceptions,
learning styles and approaches. Byrne et al. (2002:28) and Thompson and Thornton
(2002:792) reiterate that learning can be defined as a way in which students acquire
knowledge through studying that can be motivating, rewarding, exciting and which
can also be of assistance to students depending on how they learn.

2.2.2 Kolb’s experiential learning theory

Kolb and Kolb (2005:195) state that the Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) defines
learning as a process “whereby knowledge is gained through the experience of
transformation”. They further add that the outcome of knowledge is within the
blending of the experience of transformation and grasping. Similarly, Lord and
Robertson (2006:42) define learning as “primarily an instrumental, quantitative
process, which just happens, or is ‘done’ to you by teachers”.

The ELT constructs learning through the students’ preposition that learning has been
considered as a process of creating knowledge, adjusting to the new environment, a
transition between a person and environment. Learning can be facilitated by
lecturers to make smooth progress by exploiting students’ ideas on the subject
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matter so that they can be integrated with new skills and ideas. Vawda (2005:14) as
well as Kolb and Kolb (2005:194) explain that the learning process is driven by the
conflict, differences and disagreements that people have. In addition, through
understanding the learning process, this allows lecturers to improve their teaching
styles to develop the students’ capacity to learn. As a result learning happens
everywhere not only in class; it does not have to be as structured, people learn from

experiences whether good or bad; what matters is that learning takes place.

2.2.3 Social learning theory

According to the social learning theory perspectives of Bandura (in Sigelman and
Rider 2006:36 and Bandura, 1971:3-4) people learn from imitating or observing,
direct experience and interacting with people to perform. These imitators should be
provided with a desired example which will motivate them to act; behaviour should
be reinforced positively and copy the same responses of behaviour for learning to
take place. Bandura further states that people also learn through the influence of
modelling by rewarding and punishing consequences. The behaviour that most
people display is either deliberately or unintentionally learned by means of an
example (Bandura, 1971:5). Kolb and Kolb (2005:194) are of the opinion that
learning entails the individuals’ process of thinking, perceiving, behaving and feeling.
Thus it involves the individual's emotions in the process of learning and progress to
change behaviour.

2.2.4 Cognitive learning theory

The cognitive learning theory agrees that learning involves a change in behaviour
and understanding of a learner. The way that learners think, reflect, remember, know
and perceive knowledge influences learning (Kolb and Kolb, 2005:194). Piaget (in
Costa, 2009:9) proposed two cognitive stages which are based on receiving
information; assimilation and accommodation. With assimilation, students are
capable of getting information from the environment without changing it- as opposed
to accommodation, where students are required to develop new behaviour to
accommodate new information. This cognitive learning theory denotes achieving
learning (Costa, 2009:9).
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2.2.5 Constructivist learning theory

Piaget's constructivist learning theory (in Sigelman and Rider 2006:39) and Baeten,
Kyndt, Struyven and Dochy (2010:245) state that learners reflect and build new
coherent knowledge from previous experiences to structure new meaning. The
fundamental aspects of learning are based on students’ experience and
implementation of assessment, that they receive feedback in the form of reports of
success in a specific subject. Moreover, Vygosky’s (1978) (in Costa, 2009:7) theory
of social development plays a major role in students’ learning because students
construct knowledge from the feedback that they receive from the lecturer. This
social development theory focuses on action and interaction that people share based
on their past experiences (Costa, 2009:7).

2.2.6 Behaviourists learning theory

Behaviourists view learning as an aspect of conditioning that constitutes two
conditioning principles; classical and behavioural or operant. The principle of
classical conditioning of Watson (1913) (in Sigelman and Rider 2006:34) refers to an
individual's reflex learning which responds to stimulus. Through learning, students
respond positively when they are encouraged and motivated. Through classical
conditioning emotions and attitude are learned. The principle of operant conditioning
of Skinner (1905-1990) (in Sigelman and Rider 2006:33-34), states that students
learn new behaviour, skills and habit whether good or bad as a result of lecturers’
behaviour. Through this operant conditioning students tend to repeat behaviour
which produces positive or good results. Some students benefit from repetition of
academic work. Students who receive positive reinforcement (feedback) from
lecturers, which strengthens behaviour, become motivated and tend to perform
better.

Based on the above mentioned theories, the capabilities of learning are merely
controlled by student and a teacher. The background experience of students
influences the interests of sharing information and learning new one. Kolb’s

experiential learning theory and skinner operant conditioning learning theory
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demonstrates how students gain new knowledge through intellectual methods of
studying and learning. The constructivist, cognitive and social learning theories are
complementing the behaviorist learning theory in the sense that they allow students
to construct their own understanding to build/learn new behavior which in turn
influences their learning. All the above theories denote the psychological aspects
such as student's motivation and emotions. The next section will provide students

learning experience regarding transition into HE.

2.3 STUDENTS’ TRANSITION FROM SCHOOL TO HIGHER EDUCATION

Transitions from secondary school to HE are stressful events for first-year students.
Johnston (2010:4) describes transition as “a double-sided concept” which consists of
the university programmes that support first-year students and the adjustment of
students’ experience enrolling in HE. Most first-year students experience difficulty in
managing autonomy, academic choice to be made, an unknown academic
environment, leaving their loved ones behind, forming relationships, feelings of
isolation, confusion, feeling lost and scared at the same time (Fisher et al. 2011:227;
Mazzoni and lannone, 2014:303; Wilson-Strydom, 2015:85). Wilson-Strydom
(2015:56) adds that part of students becoming confused and fearful and leaving their
family behind has a lot to do with learning to become an autonomous student.
Support from lecturers or academic staff members are crucial aids for students
during this transition phase (Fisher et al. 2011:227).

During the transition phase, students experience difficulties adjusting to the
higher/post-school environment for reasons that will be discussed in sections 2.3.1 to
2.3.3.

2.3.1 Adjustment to the higher education environment

The quality of adjustment of first-year students appears to be optimistically
associated with the perceived social support from friends, family and academic stuff..
Without the support from family and friends some students may have a sense of
loneliness. Some students are slow to adapt and adjust to academic strictness and a
completely new lifestyle. Yet, they are expected to adjust to a social and academic
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environment which affects their approaches to study. Various teaching and learning
styles are the ingredients of the transition from school to university (Johnston,
2010:6); Heaton-Shrestha et al. (2009:83). Harvey et al. (2006:18) advocate that
first-year students need assistance in adapting to university life. If students can learn
the institutional discourse, they can adjust quickly and have a sense of belonging.
Students can adapt well through the support and communication with lecturers to
enable successful transition while improving learning environments through student-
centred learning (Fisher et al. 2011:225). Students’ social interaction with others is
not only a factor that adds to students’ enjoyment but also the support they receive
during their difficult times. Students who adjust better and become satisfied with their
adjustment in HE appear to indicate a high emotional intelligence (Harvey et al.
2006:18).

Students’ adjustment in HE is a problem and males and females adjust differently
(Harvey et al. 2006:11). Brinkworth ef al. (2009:159-168) argue that successful
transition is not only because of academic aptitude but it also depends on students’
accountability and a necessary skill to adjust quickly into the learning environment
where students need to become independent. The first-year can be a critical year for
students especially those of low socio-economic status and some of them are not
strong in making the transition to HE (Petersen, Louw and Dumon, 2009:100).
Enrolling at the university involves the change in student experience and includes
activities, academic programmes, learning approaches, motivation, expectations and
establishment of attitude (Fisher et al. 2011:226). Hultberg et al. (2008:50) assert
that students’ personal life and learning environment are an important part of their
transition process.

2.3.2 Student’s withdrawal

First-year students are at greater risk of withdrawing from university during the time
of transition. Withdrawal can be an outcome of combinations of students’
characteristics, institution related factors and external pressures. Issues such as
homesickness and financial constraints, the culture of the university and students
changing career goals are associated with student withdrawal (Rowley et al.

2008:399; De Beer, 2006:32). The personal change, social change, insufficient
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information and orientation, cultural and community, economic development and
academic changes are associated with transition issues that affect students’ access
to HE (Johnston, 2010:5). Burton and Rapolo (2008:Online) add other factors that
are perceived to have an impact on students’ transition to HE which include students’
. approaches to learning, self-confidence, personality, students’ perceptions and
attitudes towards the course.

These accumulating factors that affect students are often the reasons why they
choose to withdraw from the institution (Harvey et al. 2006:16). It is indeed a hard
time of dramatic change when students leave their loved ones behind, change of
place and making new friends (Shankland, Genolini, Franca, Guelfi and lonescu,
2009:354). Students may see withdrawal as a failure because they could not
accomplish what they wanted. Each first-year student experiences situations
differently and lecturers should have an understanding and awareness of students’
experiences (Pitkethly and Prosser, 2001:186; Brinkworth et al. 2009:158). However,
the main reason for students’ withdrawal from university is due to their dissatisfaction
with the course (Rowley ef al. 2008:399).

To enhance the growth of independent learners and the development of
underprepared students the university should make the effort to meet the
expectations of students and to promote achievement, develop skills and empower
students (Johnston, 2010). According to Vawda's study (2005:7) at the Nelson
Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU), the high drop-out and failure rates are
regarded as one of the biggest challenges educators have to face in South Africa
(S.A) and the graduation (retention) rate is also lower than in other countries
(Vawda, 2005:7). Johnston, (2010:5) emphasises that institutions should be
acquainted with the manner in which students experience transition and the effect

that the transition has on retention, students’ success and persistence.

2.3.3 Student retention

Student retention simply stated means a process that occurs over a time until a
student successfully completes through persistence his/her degree at an institution
of higher learning/education (Hagedorn, 2006:2; Wild and Ebbers, 2002:505-506).
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Jama, Mapesela and Beylefeld (2008:994-99) identified three theories related to
students’ retention namely Spady’s sociological theory (1970), Tinto’s integration
theory (1975) and Bean’'s psychological theory (1980). According to Spady’s
sociological theory, the demand of the university and expectations are influenced by
students attributes such as skills, interest and attitude. Hence, the interaction
between the academic environment and a student is crucial to explaining students
drop-out. Spady further declares that students’ family background, intellectual
development, academic interest, and peer support are in relation to determining
students’ university environment satisfaction and commitment. Similarly, Tinto
asserts that there is an existence of drop-out due to a lack of integration in the
diverse social system of the university. The social and academic integration of
students at the university are affected by the adjustment, isolation, difficulties,
finances and external obligations. Students who stay on campus are presumed to
have a power to control social integration, but there is not enough evidence that this
is the case (Harvey et al. 2006:16). Bean’s psychological theory posits that family
responsibilities, finances and outside encouragements affect the retention of
students and he adds coping behaviour to the theory that the ability of students to
cope at an institution reflects the capacity to adjust to the university (Jama et al.
2008:994-998).

Tinto’s revised theory of individual departure in 1993 includes three stages of
students’ movement from one place to the other. The first stage is separation which
explains that students are being physically disconnected from their community.
During the second stage, which is transition, students change environment from one
to another. Transition itself is stressful and academic support can assist aiding the
transition process for first-year students (Fisher ef al. 2011:7). First-year students are
at a greater risk of failure during the first and second stage. Most HE institutions
have introduced orientation weeks and support programmes in relation to separation
and transition challenges faced by students (Fisher et al. 2011:226). The third stage
is incorporation where students are able to interact with other members of a new
environment. Tinto reviewed this theory by putting much attention on class
experience which determines the communication between a combination of social
and academic integration. Tinto and Spady argue that student retention is influenced
by academic capability and social skills. The institutional changes such as
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curriculum, teaching and learning and students’ satisfaction has an influence on
student learning (Jama et al. 2008:996).

2.4 STUDENT LEARNING

The learning styles and methods used at university are different from secondary
school; hence students find it difficult to adjust quickly in the HE learning
environment. Students’ disorganised study methods are shaped by their learning
behaviour and an approach to learning which is not productive. If these students and
their learning styles can be identified at an early stage, this could assist in enhancing
their academic achievement (Vawda, 2005:3).

Students use specific learning styles that work best for them, depending on the type
of work they need to study. Vawda (2005:25) defines active learning as a learner
being positively, enthusiastically engaged in the process of learning, not passively
engaged. The learning styles are found to be determining the students’ academic
performance and can be changed and adjusted by learners. Lecturers often teach
according to their particular learning styles and should provide an opportunity for
learners to learn. The type of teaching styles has an influence on students’ learning
styles and lecturers should accommodate these by applying different teaching
strategies (Brown, 2003:n.p.). Students have a preferred learning style that they use
to study. Gardner's multiple intelligences (1983 in Booth and O’Brien, 2008:81)
explain how students prefer to use them in their learning.

2.4.1 Deep and surface approaches to learning

The learning approaches that students use in the learning of a task are essential to
determine their outcome and achievement (Burton and Ropolo, 2008; Mayya, Rao
and Ramnarayan, 2004:1). Hultberg et al. (2008:50) state that the fundamental
components of students’ learning approaches are learning environment, quality
teaching and methods of assessments. There are three learning approaches that are
mostly used by students namely, a deep learning approach, a surface learning

approach and a strategic approach to learning.
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Students who adopt a deep approach to learning engage with the learning task
meaningfully and they focus on understanding a task for a longer period (Biggs and
Tang, 2007:27; Byrne et al. 2002:28; Webster, Chan, Prosser and Watkins,
2009:376; Baeten et al. 2010:244). Lord and Robertson, (2006:43) assert that
students are interested in understanding and giving detailed information in a task so
as to maximise their understanding. Students generate new topics based on the
knowledge gained and experience.

Students who use a surface approach to learning, learn to pass and mostly
memorise factual content which permits them to pass for the purpose of meeting the
course requirements; their attention is for a short term memory only (Biggs and
Tang, 2007:24; Byrne et al. 2002:28; Gijbels and Dochy, 2006:400; Webster et al.
2009:376). Baeten et al. (2010:244) explain surface learning as the “reproduction of
learning material’. Students spend little time learning a task and they do not
generate new topics based on what they already know (Burton and Ropolo, 2008;
Lord and Robertson, 2006:43).

Mayya et al. (2004:1) highlight factors that drive a surface learning approach such as
poor teaching, lack of opportunity for self-management and a poor relationship
between student and a lecturer. Other factors that encourage students to adopt a
surface approach to learning are workload, learning activities, teaching context,
social activities overweighing academic activities, assessment processes requiring
and rewarding reproduction of the content, high anxiety and the relevance of the
content at a deep level in relation to students’ perception. Students who use a
surface learning approach predict a low achievement in quality learning outcomes
and are driven by fear of failure (Baeten, et al. 2010:244). Mayya et al. (2004:1);
Biggs and Tang, (2011:25) and Baeten et al. (2010:247) state characteristics of
student-centred teaching methods which are students’ independence, knowledge
and role of the teacher.

The aim of the students’ centre teaching methods is to enforce deep learning than
surface learning approach. Furthermore, lecturers can contribute to encourage
student to adopt a surface approach to learning by providing inadequate time for
students to complete the task, assessing independent facts such as multiple-choice
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questions and covering too much work at the expense of finishing a chapter or
chapters (Biggs and Tang, 2011:26).

According to Burton and Rapolo (2008) and Gijbels, Van der Watering, Dochy and
Van der Bossche (2005:328) students who combine a deep approach with a surface
approach to learning predict a high achievement in quality learning outcomes. The
students’ perception of the learning environment, the teaching method, teacher
enthusiasm and commitment and level on which the information is presented
certainly influence students’ learning approaches (Mayya, et al. 2004:1). A third
approach identified by Byrne ef al. 2002:28; Gijbels, et al. 2005:328) is called a
strategic approach (or achieving approach) where students make use of both deep
and surface learning approaches. Students who use this approach are motivated
and competitive, enhancing self-esteem and focus on achieving the highest marks.
In both surface and deep learning approaches students apply the approach which
works best for them. Biggs and Tang (2011:27) affirm that a good teaching approach
such as emphasising depth of learning, assessing the structure of the course,
enhancing students’ knowledge, using assessment methods for intended learning
outcomes and eliminating students’ misconceptions about the course will encourage
a deep approach to learning than only a surface approach to learning. Tight
(2012:104) and Biggs and Tang (2011:27) reiterate that a deep learning approach
should be encouraged in teaching and learning and lecturers should improve
teaching to put emphasis on factors that enhance deep approach to learning. .

2.4.2 Learning styles

Learning styles are defined as the way in which students’ approach different learning
tasks (Rassool and Rawaf, 2007:36). In contrast, Ramayah, Sivanandan, Nasrijal,
Letchumanan and Leong (2009:66) define learning styles as a manner in which
learners acquire, store and retrieve information, socialise with peers as preferred by
their personal qualities. Gardner (in Booth and O’Brien, 2008:81) identified multiple
intelligences that encourage different ways in which students reflect intelligently on
learning. The multiple intelligences of Gardner (1983 in Booth and O’Brien, 2008:81)
are a tool that assists students to achieve learning goals efficiently and effectively.
These intelligences (different learning styles) are linguistic, logical, spatial, musical,
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bodily, interpersonal and intrapersonal. Gardner, (in Booth and O’Brien, 2008:81)
asserts that multiple intelligences disclose an individual’s inner personal preferences
in learning. These styles allow students to improve and develop their intellectual
abilities, thus to enhance their learning.

Wooldridge (in Sims and Sims, n.d.) similarly identifies three learning styles (VAK)
namely: Visual, Auditory and Kinaesthetic learning styles. Visual students learn from
observing because they can recall what they have learned. Students’ with auditory
learning preferences learn through verbal instruction and discussion. Students with a
kinaesthetic learning style learn best when they use relevant experiences to take in
information and they are actively involved in a group. Students use these learning
styles to learn and receive new information. For example, in grades pre-schools,
teachers’ present information kinaesthetically. From Grades 4 to 8, information is
presented visually and lastly in college lecturers’ present information in an auditory
manner (Wooldridge (in Sims and Sims, n.d). Lecturers may take cognisance of
students’ learning styles in order to enable students to get involved regardless of
their preferred learning styles (VAK, 2008:2). Kolb indicates different learning styles
to understand students’ learning preferences and explain it according to the
experiential learning cycle.

2.4.3 Kolb’s Experiential Learning theory

In Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (2006) students take a decision and approach a
task whether thinking, feeling or doing and observing. Kolb’s model of the
experiential learning cycle is as follows:

Concrete Experience (CE) (feeling).
Reflective Observation (RO) (watching)
Abstract Conceptualization (AC) (thinking).
Active Experimentation (AE) (doing)

> b~
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Figure 2.1 Kolb’s experiential learning cycle

Kolb’s Experiential Learning cycle demonstrated in Figure 2.1 ranges from concrete
experience, to reflective observation, to abstract conceptualisation and finally to
active experimentation. A diverging style (CE/RO- feel and think) is the combination
of concrete experience and reflection observation of which people are open and
work in teams. People have different perspectives, a variety of ideas; they watch
rather than do, interact with people and are emotional. Assimilating (AC/RO- watch
and think) makes for reflection observation and abstract conceptualisation, people
prefer to analyse ideas, they are good at organising information and pay attention to
ideas and abstract concepts. Converging (AC/AE-do and think) is made up of
abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation. Converging is the stimulation
of ideas, exploring new things, dealing with and solving problems, being interested in
technical tasks, paying less attention to people, using knowledge gained to resolve
issues (Kolb and Kolb, 2005:194). The above styles show that students are very
different in the ways they approach learning which may lie in their strength to attend
a task. Some students prefer to observe rather than action and applying ideas.
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Accommodating (CE/AE- do and feel) is the combination of concrete experience and
active experimentation. People love a new challenge, experimenting, become
independent and liking group work to do the task. Groves et al. (2010:15) use four
elements of Kolb’s experiential learning cycle to encourage students’ learning
experience, applying experiential learning styles to study skills. These elements can
be adopted and be used effectively and efficiently for a better development of
students learning experiences. Groves et al. (2010:17) provided supporting evidence
in their study that Kolb’s cycle could work and links students life experiences with
knowledge that they have gained through study skills which enable them to apply
knowledge to other modules. Kolb explains how the Experiential Learning theory
recognises an individual's knowledge, skills of learning and understanding of a task.

Kolb’s Experiential Learning is defined as the ability to gain knowledge and acquire
skills to achieve learning through observing, thinking, stimulating and participating
(Vawda, 2005:24-25). Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (see 2.2.2) highlights how
people’s experiences play a pivotal part in their process of learning.

Experiential Learning is characterised by the following:

» People learn best from past experiences, perception and own
perspectives.

* |t generates a learning experience, in time and space

» |t understands that learning is a process which is durable in changing
behaviour , motivating and rewarding

» |t respects the individual's opinion, beliefs, ideas and preferences

* |t provides opportunity to gain knowledge and skills through learning
experience and transformation

= |t cultivates a realisation of adapting new behaviour

» |t produces an awareness of effective learning through information
(Vawda, 2005:25).

Based on Experiential Learning, students prefer a particular learning style according
to their personality, knowledge and experience gained. It may change over time and
be different from one subject to the other (Wirz, 2004:2). The discussion on

Experiential Learning style demonstrated students learning processes and how
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important it is that lecturers apply different teaching and learning methods and
strategies to link with students’ different learning styles.

2.5 TEACHING, LEARNING AND ASSESSMENT

Teaching learning and assessment in HE institutions seems to be one of the crucial
pillars to enhance students’ learning. Biggs and Tang (2011) in Wang, Su, Cheung,
Wong and Kwong (2013:478) propose three P’s as models (presage, process and
product) in order to explain the teaching and learning process in the classroom. The
Presage stage refers to existing personal factors such age, ability and situational
factors (for example teaching and learning environment) that affect learning. Process
refers to the stage where students are actively participating during and in the
teaching and learning environment. The last model, Product focuses on the learning
outcome of the course, approaches to learning and changes in students attributes.
These three models influence the students’ learning process which may manifest in
the attainment of the required learning outcomes.

Biggs and Tang (2007:64; 2011:100) and Wang et al. (2013:477) explain that
Intended Learning Outcome (ILO) describes the expectations of students after the
teaching and learning. ILO is used at institutional level, programme level and course
level as a statement of what the graduates are supposed to do and their attributes.
ILO requires students to reflect, give in-depth details of the task, construct
knowledge and understand the whole content of the course in teaching and learning.
According to Oz-TeacherNeta (n.d); Smythe and Halonen, (2005), Bloom’s revised
taxonomy of cognitive levels of understanding are applied to match the need of a
classroom situation by adding workable objectives and changing verbs.

The revised taxonomy is universal and easy to apply at secondary and tertiary level.
Another form of intended learning mentioned by Biggs and Tang (2007) is the SOLO
taxonomy (Structure of the Observed Learning Outcome). The SOLO explains
development of learners’ performance from learning simple to difficult tasks.
Learners learn through five levels namely: pre-structural, unistructural, multi-
structural, rational and extended abstract (Chan, 2010:n.p.). At the first level which is
the pre-structural, students have a sense of understanding the subject at word level
but generally “miss the point”. On the second level, students pay attention on one
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aspect of the subject. On the third level, students develop a sense of understanding
and are able to pay attention to more than one aspect. On the fourth level, students
understand different aspects of learning such as to compare, analyse, explain,
contrast and are able to put them into a coherent body of knowledge. Students
understand different aspects of the subject and are able to explain, compare and
analyse. Finally, on the last level, students are able to transform knowledge, reflect
and generate a new topic and they also take the initiative further than what is
expected (TEDI, n.d; Chan, 2010:n.p.). Learning outcomes are more likely to
influence academic success and affect student’'s perceptions of the opportunity to
learn (Abbott, Townsend, Johnston-Wilder and Reynolds, 2009:7).

2.5.1 Teaching strategies

First-year students may not understand their lecturers’ teaching methods and it is
possible that students fail because of different or unusual teaching methods.
Lecturers may also teach according to their own learning style and not take into
account that they need to adapt their teaching styles to accommodate the learning
styles of all learners. According to Lord and Robertson (2006:52-53) lecturers
provide information to students in a way of assisting students learning process by
using media such as a projector, hand-outs or slides. These hand-outs guide
students and study material provides information on guidelines for assessments and
examinations. A combination of student’s notes and lecturers slides or notes has a
solid base to pass the course.

Brown (2003:n.p.) advises the lecturer to use different teaching styles in order to
identify their teaching approaches. Lecturers can improve students’ learning styles
by nurturing their interpersonal element, developing students’ knowledge, increasing
reasoning and logical problem solving skills. In social reform, lecturers have a
tendency to share dynamic ideas openly to students. These ideas relate to students’
lives and using activities that are connected to everyday life. Baeten ef al. (2010:245)
add characteristics of student-centred teaching methods which are student’s
independence, knowledge and role of the lecturer. The aim of these teaching

methods is to enforce deep learning rather than surface learning approach. Brown
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(2003, n.p.) states that lecturers should assist students to develop their learning
skills by understanding their learning styles.

2.5.2 Assessment of student learning

Assessment on students learning is an integral part of teaching and learning in HE
and should be constructively planned (Geyser, 2004:90). Assessment of all activities
of students’ achievement can be used diagnostically to alter teaching and learning.
Similarly, assessment promotes students’ competences, enhances educational
practice and consequently improves the direction of teaching and learning methods
(Halonen, Bosack, Clay and McCarthy, 2003:196). Geyser (2004:100) emphasises

that assessment can also signify the empowerment of culture and is constructively
planned.

According to Geyser (2004:100) assessment refers to a new process and attitude of
obtaining information about students’ progress. In contrast, South African
Qualification Authority (SAQA) (2001:15) defines assessment as a “structured
process for gathering evidence and making judgments about an individual's
performance in relation to registered national standards and qualifications”.
Assessment is therefore, used to obtain information for the purpose of improving
learning, making alterations, thus to enhance teaching and learning in HE. Rust
(2002:145) states that assessment defines what students regard as important, how
they spend their time and how they come to see themselves as students and as
graduates. The purpose of students being assessed is that the educational purposes
should be very clear, determined before the assessment and to monitor and evaluate
students’ progress and performance, to determine student’s learning difficulties and
to have a record of student's overall progress (Geyser, 2004:103-106).

2.5.2.1 Self- assessment

Self-assessment refers to students assessing their own performance after receiving
feedback from lecturers. Students need to make sense of feedback and alter their
work performance (Nicol 2009:339). The advantage of using this assessment is that
it is easy for students to score and construct on their own. The disadvantage of self-
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assessment is that students are unable to score or assess their abilities correctly
(Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, Lovett and Norman, 2010:225).

2.5.2.2 Formative assessment

Formative assessment is basically designed to assist students to explain the criteria
and meaning of goals in relation to the task (Nicol, 2009:336). This assessment
requires students and lecturer engagement on feedback and for student academic
success. This kind of assessment assists students to go through the process of
achieving goals, establishing desired standards, develop a sense of personal control
and enhancing overall learning (Fisher et al. 2011:233; Nicol, 2009:336). Tools such
as rubrics with the assessment criteria are important to use in feedback to students
so that they fully understand where they did not attain or meet the outcomes. It helps
to support the efforts of students learning and students are able to monitor and
assess their own academic progress (Ambrose et al. 2010:87, 231-232).

2.5.2.3 Summative assessment

Summative assessment is used to grade student's work at the end of the
programme/course. The students are graded on what they have learned or what they
were supposed to have learned (Nicol 2009:336; Biggs and Tang, 2011:196).

2.5.2.4 Continuous assessment

The main source of encouraging student engagement comes from continuous
assessment. Continuous assessment refers to assessing students’ performance
throughout the year. The continuous assessment was developed to sustain, promote
and support students’ engagement (Cole and Spence, 2008:512).

2.5.3 Constructive Alignment

Race, Brown and Smith (2005:12) describe Constructive Alignment (CA) as making
sure that feedback, assessment and learning are in the same agreement and that
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feedback links well with students’ evidence demonstrating their achievement of the
ILO. Informed decision making has to be made in CA regarding teaching and
learning processes in order to permit students to move towards achieving learning
outcomes. Biggs and Tang (2007:54-55) and Wang et al. (2013:477) indicate that
CA can be designed to describe learning outcome in a form of learning activity for
students to achieve at the end of the course, using teaching and learning activities
and assessment tasks to direct students to meet the ILO. Constructive Alignment is
adopted as a tool and fundamental approach in the course to improve teaching and
learning. Students’ learning experience can be improved to achieve the ILO. From
the ILO of the module, feedback should be provided to students to improve their
learning skills. However, CA is designed to enhance teacher-centred teaching to a
student-centred learning approach. Courses with CA are said to encourage a deep

approach to learning rather than a surface approach to learning (Wang et al.
2013:478).

2.5.4 Constructive feedback to students

The Higher Education Academy (HEA) (2004:n.p.) has developed seven principles of
good feedback practice which are to encourage teacher and peer dialogue around
learning; provide an opportunity to close the gap between current and desired
performance; encourage positive motivational beliefs and self-esteem; facilitate the
development of self-assessment in learning; provide information to teachers that can
be useful to assist and shape the teaching; and deliver high-quality information to
student learning.

Both the lecturer and the learner should have a common understanding and
feedback should be such as comments that encourage a learner to develop skills
and motivation and also foster further learning. Furthermore, it is necessary for a
lecturer to take note of the learning process that is taking place (Abbott et al.
2009:9). Moskal, Ellis and Keon (2008:272) state that student assessment provides
significant proof of the development and serves as a quality assurance on student
learning. First-year students encounter many challenges that affect their learning
success.
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2.5.5 Tutorial classes

Lord and Robertson (2006:52-53) state that students at the University of Canterbury
in New Zealand, find tutorials beneficiary because they offer an opportunity to apply
knowledge gained in the lecturer's class. Therefore, interactions between students
who are helping one another and sharing or exchanging ideas improve their learning.
During tutorial classes students discuss vague topics or themes and chapters, to go
in detail or depth and also provide a greater participation. Thus tutorials assist
students to gain appropriate experiential learning skills and seem to be crucial in
first-year students. In addition, a tutor’s assistance has a positive effect on first-year
students and can influence students to have their own self study group. Tutors have
a propensity to say they are helping students to become independent but students
are on learning to complete the task (Rowley ef al. 2008:410). According to literature,
first-year undergraduate Psychology students did not access the support from
lecturers although it was provided to them. However, students are not used to
seeking it and view it as a failure (Rowley ef al. 2008:410).

The UFS has developed programmes such as the New Academic Tutorial
Programme (NATP) and the Residence Tutorial programme (RTP) (UFS, 2012).
This NATP programme was introduced to the UFS in July 2007 to assist, support
and encourage students’ achievement (UFS, 2012). Groves et al. (2010:14) highlight
that tutorials are developed to provide feedback and reflection on students’
experiences. Students are helped by tutors who are trained to support and assist
students with the content of the module and to motivate students (Ertl and Wright
2008:206; Ramsay, Jones and Barker 2006:261). Biggs and Tang (2011:28)
emphasise that lecturers should encourage students to adopt a deep approach to
learning and discourage a surface approach to learning.

Students enrolling in South African institutions for the first time are faced with many
challenges some of which affect their academic success and may also lead to
retention. In developing student’s progress and achievement, factors that affect their
academic success should be taken into consideration.
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2.6 FACTORS AFFECTING STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC SUCCESS

HE institutions should create and provide environment where it will be possible for
students to learn and be successful. According to Coates in Krause and Coates
(2008:495) students’ engagement in their first-year is characterised by constructive
teaching, active learning, collaborative/group work, students and lecturer interaction,
supportive learning environment, out-of-class contact with lecturers and peers,
complementary activities and active learning. Coates in Krause and Coates
(2008:495) continue to say that student engagement also involves on-line
engagement, active learning and collaboration, on-line teaching, social interaction
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