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Towards a conceptual framework in higher education anchored on
social learning and social integration: transition, retention and
graduation

Nokuthula Tlalajoe-Mokhatla

University of the Free State, Bloemfontein, South Africa

ABSTRACT
The global increase in enrolment in higher education (HE) has increased the diversity
of students who access HE, which poses a challenge because we have a limited
understanding of the way students experience HE institutions. This paper investigates
why students dropout of HE and propose preventive measures. Dropout has adverse
effects on student retention, graduation rates and experiences in HE in general. This
paper represents a conceptual review based on secondary data. The paper suggests
implementing a triadic conceptual framework using a conceptual review for social
learning and integration, coupled with intentional support strategies, to reduce attri-
tion and enhance retention and graduation rates. Soft determinants, such as the per-
sonal context, are crucial for addressing the social aspects of student interactions in
HE. Empirical research in this field has predominantly focused on addressing high
attrition rates through academic integration; few strategic approaches target social
learning and integration despite their suggested potential to address the personal
contexts of individuals in HE.
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Introduction

Higher education (HE) has experienced significant transformations in its structure and identity
(Webbstock, 2016). A notable aspect of this transformation, particularly in the South African context dis-
cussed in this paper, is the widespread increase in HE enrolments, also known as massification (L�opez
et al., 2023). Worldwide, HE qualifications are necessary for achieving economic success and social
advancement and hold particular benefits for low-income, first-generation and non-traditional students,
for whom the return on investment is notably high upon employment (Adams et al., 2016). The trend of
massification is evident globally and enrollment numbers have surged in countries such as China, India,
Brazil, Russia and the United States (Webbstock, 2016).

Stakeholders in HE are well-versed in students’ backgrounds and experiences upon entering HE, along
with their attrition or graduation outcomes (Lane, 2016). Various factors contribute to student dropout,
including demographic and psychological factors, students’ academic performance, autonomy and meta-
cognitive skills and institutional and national determinants, such as financial constraints (Behr et al.,
2020). Despite efforts to address the issue, student dropout remains a global challenge (Behr et al.,
2020, Franz & Paetsch, 2023). According to estimates, only half of students entering HE graduate and
only 30% of those do so within the expected timeframe (Council on Higher Education [CHE], 2016).
Attainment rates for qualifications by low-income, first-generation and non-traditional students are not-
ably low, with only 1 in 10 achieving qualifications by age 25, compared to 1 in 2 for their counterparts
from more privileged backgrounds (Adams et al., 2016, Miller et al., 2011, Ross, 2021).

We lack an understanding of students’ institutional experiences – it is often likened to a ‘black box’ –
which underscores the importance of uncovering the reasons why students dropout (Lane, 2016). While
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many studies on attrition focus on ‘hard determinants’, such as age, gender and academic performance,
little attention has been paid to ‘soft determinants’, such as motivation, satisfaction and integration,
which significantly influence students’ sense of belonging at an institution (Behr et al., 2020). Identifying
the root causes of dropout in HE and implementing additional preventive measures could limit its detri-
mental effects on student retention and graduation outcomes (Franz & Paetsch, 2023, Galve-Gonz�alez
et al., 2023).

Tlalajoe-Mokhatla et al. (2023) report that social learning and integration factors include students’
struggles with under-preparedness, self-management and feelings of alienation in the institutional setting.
Many students lack the confidence to navigate academic content in the allotted time. Students struggle
to navigate academic advice and sometimes have to catch up after being accepted into a programme
after the start date, which poses significant challenges to achieving success at the end of the semester
or year (Tlalajoe-Mokhatla et al., 2023).

Moreover, students who face eviction from their accommodation just before crucial summative
assessments because financial aid is delayed may struggle to prepare adequately or miss the assessment
entirely. A news report by Wicks states that nearly 100 000 South African students who were reliant on
the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) experienced delays in receiving allowances, thereby
highlighting external challenges that affect students (Eyewitness News, Wicks, 2023). This delay was for
November payouts – the time final summative assessments take place at South African HE institutions.
Expecting financially disadvantaged students to cover their own accommodation and food costs
presents an obstacle to these students achieving academic success. These challenges manifest long
before students face academic repercussions, such as missing assessments or performing poorly because
of inadequate preparation.

Institutional induction and orientation lack strategies to address these social challenges. The absence
of strategies and procedural structures to accommodate social learning and integration factors amplifies
their impact on student transition, integration, attrition, retention and graduation in HE settings. As Lane
(2016) points out, while there is increasing literature on improving student retention, few studies have
theorised about the effectiveness of specific strategies in this regard.

The problem addressed by this paper is the absence of intentional applications of soft determinants
as support strategies for enhancing student retention and graduation in HE. The paper focuses on exam-
ining individuals’ personal contexts.

Background

In South Africa, massification has increased access for previously disadvantaged individuals, many of
whom are not adequately prepared to achieve success in university settings (CHE, 2020). Table 1 pro-
vides insight into the context of my institution. The data are from a biennial Beginning University
Survey of Student Engagement (BUSSE), which is completed by undergraduate students to gain insight
into their academic and extracurricular experiences and to promote equitable conditions that facilitate
student success.

The variables in Table 1 are soft determinants that appear to be prominent in my HE setting; these
variables may have a direct impact on student retention, attrition and, ultimately, their journey leading
up to graduating.

As an academic advisor who is exposed to the variables listed in Table 1, I employ a humanistic
approach to provide academic support and development services with the aim of improving student
success (Bermea, 2023; Jama, 2017). Through my interactions with students, it became evident that
many of them struggled to meet the demands of their academic environment and faced challenges in
integrating socially. For instance, students frequently mentioned that they found it difficult to form
friendships with classmates, which led to them feeling isolated and experiencing adjustment issues. This
example aligns with Tinto’s Tinto (1975) emphasis on the significance of networking and social connec-
tions. Additionally, students expressed a desire to be paired with senior peers who could advise them
about navigating the faculty, thereby illustrating Bandura’s theory (1969), which refers to observational
learning, imitating and modelling. When I realised the potential implications of these observations for
future research, I decided to explore this topic further.
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The aim of this paper is twofold. First, it aims to develop a conceptual framework concerning social
learning and integration by drawing from two fundamental constructs: social learning theory, as pro-
posed by Bandura (1969), which emphasises the importance of people learning from one another
through observation, imitation and modelling, and social integration theory of Tinto (1975), which
focuses on social and academic integration, which Severiens and Schmidt (2009) call ‘twin concepts’, in
that social integration relies on academic integration and vice versa. Second, this study examines the
transition, integration, attrition, retention and graduation experiences of students in HE settings.

Academic integration is displayed by meeting the performance standards of the HE system through
results from examination feedback and appraisal of the personal fit to HE (Franz & Paetsch, 2023; Tinto,
1975). Furthermore, social integration describes the necessary conditions for a successful transition to
HE, such as building new social networks and friendships and having contact with academic staff.
Students are more likely to remain enrolled at an institution if they are connected to the social and aca-
demic life of that institution (Tinto, 1975). Tinto (1975) describes two fundamental concepts related to
the HE experience: (i) institutional experiences, which involve the education system, and (ii) academic
and social integration, which involves the personal context.

Elements of Bandura’s Bandura (1969) social learning and Tinto’s Tinto (1975) social integration theo-
ries are, to some extent, aligned. For instance, Bandura refers to the way individuals learn from each
other through observation, imitation and modelling. Tinto states that institutional interaction and experi-
ences can influence persistence, which can also be regarded as a personal drive that emerges from
either direct or indirect social and academic integration. Both these theories are illustrated in practice in
HE settings, and their influences have a direct impact on the transition experiences of students in HE
settings, which, in turn, influence their retention and, ultimately, their graduation from the institution.

In this paper, I combine the two theories and refer to them as social learning and integration, which
is defined as interaction through institutional experiences that can influence how individuals learn from
each other through observation, imitation, modelling and persistence (Tlalajoe-Mokhatla et al., 2023).
Although the paper focuses on the two social aspects of social learning (Bandura, 1969) and social inte-
gration (Tinto, 1975), academic integration and the link between the two mentioned theories cannot be

Table 1. Beginning University Survey of Student Engagement (BUSSE) factors at a South African HE institution.
Variable 2019 2022�
First-generation students Race: 81% African, 71% Mixed ancestry, 38%

White
The first-generation cohort made up 84% of

students
Home language Only 8% of students indicated that English

was their home language
No significant variation

Gender 64% female, 36% male 69% female, 30% male (1% chose not to
respond)

Age 35% aged 18–19 years, 65% older than
20 years

52% aged 18–19 years, 48% older than
20 years

Accommodation 73% in off-campus accommodation, 27% in
on-campus residences

No Significant variation

Financial resources 69% NSFAS funded,14% funded by other
government bursaries, 7% funded by
loans, 10% funded by self, parents,
guardians, employers, private sponsors, or
bursaries��

77% NSFAS funded,14% funded by other
government bursaries, 4% funded by
loans, 9% funded by self, parents,
guardians, employers, private sponsors, or
bursaries

Choice of institution 57% indicated this particular institution was
their first choice, 28% second choice, 9%
third choice, 2% fourth choice, 4% fifth
choice or lower

63% indicated this particular institution was
their first choice, 25% second choice, 8%
third choice, 2% fourth choice, 2% fifth
choice or lower

Programs enrolled for 49% enrolled for their first choice of
program, 37% enrolled for their second
choice, 14% enrolled for their third
choice of program

48% enrolled for their first choice of
program, 41% enrolled for their second
choice, 11% enrolled for their third
choice of program

Social relations at the institution A third of the students enrolled at the
institution arrived not knowing anyone

43% enrolled at the institution not knowing
anyone, 16% had at least one close
friend at the institution, 15% had two
close friends, 9% had three close friends,
17% had four or more close friends

Note. � The survey is usually administered biennially; however, disruptions caused by COVID-19 meant it could not be administered in 2021,
and data were collected in 2022 for the first time after 2019.��As students advance from first year to senior levels, some of them are less reliant on their parents for funding and their reliance on
NSFAS increases.
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overlooked because of the academic nature of the HE setting. Combining the theories, furthermore,
emphasises Tinto’s critical stance regarding psychologically grounded concepts; he states that social
integration plays a crucial role in interacting with satisfaction and institutional commitment, and these
concepts indirectly affect a student’s decision to dropout. Tinto explains that psychologically grounded
concepts concentrate on student attributes and, therefore, dropping out is mainly student failure, which
does not present the complete picture (Behr et al., 2020; Tinto, 1975), which further highlights the
importance of interactions of students in HE through institutional and personal contexts.

The rationale for merging these two theories stems from the observation that, while much attention
has been given to academic integration and transition to HE, deliberate strategies are needed to recog-
nise that students encounter transitional social issues that could affect their retention and graduation
(Maher & Macallister, 2013; Mayhew et al., 2016; Morelli et al., 2021; Shmeleva & Froumin, 2020).
Although induction activities typically focus on academic preparation during students’ first week at the
university, literature often relegates or omits the social aspects of transition, attrition, retention and
graduation (Hultberg et al., 2008). This neglect of the importance of the social aspects means the influ-
ence of institutional experiences on students’ social learning and integration, including interactions and
observational learning, is not addressed (Tinto, 1975). Tinto’s depiction of dropping out as a longitudinal
process suggests that multiple social learning and integration events could contribute to a student’s
decision to abandon their studies. However, there is a limited understanding of early identifiers for social
learning and integration factors (Tlalajoe-Mokhatla et al., 2023), and effective measures to counteract
negative social influences on student success in HE remain elusive (Wild et al., 2023). Moreover, strat-
egies to identify students at-risk of dropping out as a result of early transitional, integration and attrition
issues related to social learning and integration in HE are not well-established. In this paper, the con-
cepts of transitioning and integration refer not only to the move from high school to the first year at
university but also to progression in the program enrolled for.

The overall goal of this paper is to raise awareness among stakeholders in HE settings about the
importance of deliberate integration of social learning and integration strategies to enhance student
transition, integration, retention and graduation experiences. The decision to address these three impor-
tant, interconnected concepts simultaneously stems from the researchers’ recognition that, despite the
efforts to address this issue, ‘most institutions have not yet been able to translate what we know about
student retention into forms of action that have led to substantial gains in student persistence and
graduation’ (Tinto, 2007, p. 5) – a challenge that persists nearly two decades later. I suggest that, by tri-
angulating these concepts, which have mutual influence, and internationally integrating social learning
and integration aspects into HE settings, more effective solutions for this ongoing challenge may be
realised.

Conceptual approach and methodology

This paper is a conceptual review that relies solely on literature; new empirical data were not gathered.
It focuses on the combined concept of social learning and integration and discusses enhancing student
transition, integration, retention and graduation experiences in HE settings. A triadic framework was uti-
lised to connect these elements (Siltaloppi & Vargo, 2017). This study is an extension of a previous
research project that received ethics approval from the Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee, eth-
ics No. UFS-HSD2018/1300/2711.

Theoretical framework

Social learning theory

Baldwin (1973) presents three distinct definitions of social learning, each with its own focus, albeit with
some overlap. The one of interest to this paper is the definition that encompasses a ‘social learning the-
ory’ that is rooted in a stimulus-response perspective by emphasising the relationship between stimuli
and responses in behaviour, as adapted from Bandura (1969).
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Bandura’s social learning theory demonstrates the influence of observational learning on complex
social behaviour. The evolution of this theory started from studies on social learning and imitation in
1941 and was followed by investigations into frustration and aggression in 1950. By 1959 and 1963,
Bandura and Walters had popularised the term social learning theory (Baldwin, 1973). While the theory
emphasises learning mechanisms, its conceptualisation of the ‘social’ aspect is not fully elaborated.
Nevertheless, it has made significant contributions to understanding both prosocial and deviant behav-
iours at a micro level. Bandura also emphasises the importance of reciprocal determinism in the inter-
action between individuals and their environment (1969).

Social integration theory

Despite facing personal challenges, some students demonstrate resilience (Radhamani & Kalaivani, 2021),
while others lack sufficient coping strategies. Consequently, in the absence of adequate structural sup-
port systems to identify students at-risk of dropping out, some fall through the cracks of the system.
Therefore, there is an urgent need to investigate structural support strategies that can identify students
as at-risk before they are flagged solely because of academic integration strategies.

Furthermore, studies that examined the ‘twin concept’ in HE settings often prioritised academic inte-
gration over social integration (Wild et al., 2023). To rebalance this emphasis and underscore the impor-
tance of social integration, the researcher coupled it with social learning concepts. While the focus of
social learning remains on learning, owing to the context of HE settings, the focus does not dominate as
much as academic integration does within HE settings.

Social integration fosters a sense of community among students in HE and facilitates cohesion and
the formation of social networks with peers (Tinto, 2017). Moreover, social integration encompasses
interactions not only among students but also between students and faculty members and promotes
social cohesion (Franz & Paetsch, 2023).

Findings and discussion towards a conceptual framework of social learning and integration

Social learning and integration concept
The combination of these theories stems from students’ social expectations in my institutional setting.
Social expectations are a concept that was also reported by Cole (2017); these expectations directly
influence social learning and integration in HE and students’ commitment to institutions and programs.
Unlike academic expectations, social expectations are often inaccurate or naive, leading to a mismatch
between reality and expectations that increases the likelihood of students leaving their programs and
institutions (Galve-Gonz�alez et al., 2023). Generally, support strategies that address this mismatch are still
lacking. Despite ongoing investigations into various factors, such as degree satisfaction, self-efficacy, self-
regulation strategies and institutional engagement, to understand high attrition rates (Galve-Gonz�alez
et al., 2023), the challenge persists. Hence, HE systems must help students by promoting and supporting
their social expectations through a longitudinal approach, starting from transition and integration,
through attrition and retention, to ultimately ensuring successful program completion and attainment of
qualifications.

The social learning and integration approach serves as a fundamental guideline for enhancing gradu-
ation rates by members of diverse cohorts in HE settings. Figure 1 depicts a triadic conceptual frame-
work to illustrate the intersection of learning and integration on a social level. This framework
establishes social learning and integration as the cornerstone of developing structures and strategies to
address social aspects of transition, integration, attrition, retention and graduation in HE, thereby aiming
to improve outcomes and qualification attainment.

Figure 1 illustrates how the intersection of social learning and integration settings influences the qual-
ity of learning and outcomes. By combining transition and integration, attrition and retention, and
graduation in the social setting, students can master personality, social psychology and stimulus-
response in social learning contexts and develop a sense of community, social networks and cohesion in
social integration contexts. Effective transition, integration, attrition and retention depend on these pil-
lars and ultimately lead to successful graduation. Transition and integration are contingent upon
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retention; without it, attrition occurs. However, by consistently employing social learning and integration
strategies to address attrition and improve integration, the quality of efforts can affect graduation out-
comes directly.

Transition and integration in HE
When students enter HE, they must integrate into both the broader HE environment and their specific
program, with its unique cultural norms and requirements (Franz & Patsch, 2023). Additionally, students
need to assess and adjust their personal contexts to align with the institutional context through a pro-
cess known as integration. Integration involves adapting to HE settings while maintaining a personal
identity to foster a sense of belonging (Tinto, 2017). Over time, the interaction between personal and
institutional contexts leads to ongoing integration development (Behr et al., 2020; Timmis et al., 2022).
This paper discusses transition alongside integration because each transition phase in HE involves navi-
gating integration elements (Cole, 2017; Hussey & Smith, 2010).

The meaning assigned to the term transition varies widely in the literature, to the extent that achiev-
ing a single consensus definition is deemed impossible (Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Colley, 2007;
Thompson et al., 2021). Literature on education transition, in general, extends beyond HE transitions
(O’Donnell et al., 2016). This paper specifically addresses educational transition in HE by emphasising its
continuous occurrence from enrolment in a program until graduation – a desired outcome – or dropout
– an unfortunate possibility.

This paper discusses transition in HE through three main conceptualisations: induction, development
and becoming (Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Gale & Parker, 2014). Transition as induction involves a linear
progression, during which institutions support students in making the academic and social adjustments

Figure 1. A triadic conceptual framework depicts the quality of social learning and integration in addressing the social
aspects affecting student success in HE, namely, transition and integration, attrition and retention, and graduation.
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necessary for full participation in HE (O’Donnell et al., 2016). A smooth transition can be facilitated through
well-implemented induction programs that promote social learning and integration initiatives. These strat-
egies should also encompass discipline-specific conventions to enable students to engage with peers and
faculty members. While induction transition typically implies a defined endpoint, the deliberate introduction
of social learning and integration strategies should remain open-ended. Transition in HE is an ongoing pro-
cess, and expecting an institutional endpoint only upon graduation is appropriate.

The second conceptualisation of transition, development, also associates progress with specific time
points, such as considering an individual to have completed a developmental process (Gale & Parker,
2014). However, there is limited discussion on practical measures for determining the completion of this
developmental process in transition. It is important to recognise that developmental transition entails a
complex transformation of multiple smaller changes in individuals’ values, knowledge, attitudes, beliefs,
understanding and skills, leading to changes in self-concept and learning (Gale & Parker, 2014;
O’Donnell et al., 2016). These changes underscore the significance of personal contexts during students’
transition into HE. The aim is to develop strategies and formal structures that incorporate social learning
and integration aspects of students’ personal contexts throughout their developmental transition in the
program until graduation. This approach seeks to move beyond solely understanding individual-level
activities and, instead, integrates both individual and institutional levels by simultaneously considering
social learning and integration contexts.

The third conceptualisation of transition, becoming, holds particular importance for this paper, as well
as its emphasis on transition. O’Donnell et al. (2016) argue that transition is not a finite process with a
clear start and end, as seen in the previous two conceptualisations. Transition, whether through induc-
tion or development, should be viewed as ongoing and occurring with each shift in life events, such as
transitioning from high school to HE, between academic semesters, or between undergraduate and post-
graduate studies. This perpetual state of transition underscores the significance of social learning and
integration strategies, thereby highlighting that transition has no definitive endpoint, neither institution-
ally nor in broader personal contexts. Student identities in HE may encompass various roles beyond aca-
demics, such as parenthood, familial roles, or employment, which emphasises the continuous nature of
the transition further.

Retention and attrition in HE
Massification, resulting from the demand for skilled individuals, has sparked significant interest in the
topic of student success and dropout rates in HE, both politically and practically (Behr et al., 2020; Cole,
2017). The consequences of student dropout encompass individual, institutional, and societal costs (Behr
et al., 2020); nevertheless, it is projected that there will be a surplus of unqualified individuals and a
growing shortage of HE graduates in the coming years (Behr et al., 2020).

Persistent factors that contribute to dropout include a lack of social support from faculty, staff and
mentors and inadequate social networks (Chambers et al., 2010; Franz & Paetsch, 2023; Kehm et al.,
2019; Powazny & Kauffeld, 2020; Wolf et al., 2021). Despite ongoing efforts by HE institutions to motivate
and support student success, many initiatives primarily focus on academic integration, such as informa-
tional activities, study advice and mentoring programs (Behr et al., 2020). Dropout rates persist as a
result of a combination of academic integration and social learning and integration factors, including
motivation, attitude, satisfaction and the learning environment (Behr et al., 2020). Dropping out of HE is
not a straightforward or immediate decision but rather a complex and gradual process that is influenced
by multiple challenges and factors (Behr et al., 2020).

The term dropout – typically understood as leaving a HE institution without having qualified – can
have various meanings because of its diverse nature. Often, terms such as dropout, failure, academic
exclusion, non-completion, withdrawal or discontinuation from the program are used interchangeably
(Behr et al., 2020; Kehm et al., 2019). However, upon closer examination, the first three terms imply an
involuntary departure, while the three latter emphasise a more voluntary aspect, typically from the stu-
dent’s viewpoint. For instance, a student’s decision to leave after academic failure may be seen as non-
voluntary, whereas departures because of financial or personal challenges are viewed as voluntary (Behr
et al., 2020; Hadjar et al., 2023; Kehm et al., 2019). In contrast, the term attrition is used from an institu-
tional perspective (Behr et al., 2020).

COGENT EDUCATION 7



Before discussing the context in which dropout occurs, we should acknowledge the terminology used
as positive counterparts to dropout. Students use terms such as persistence, completion and qualification
obtained, while institutions use terms such as retention or graduation (Behr et al., 2020). The latter terms,
retention and graduation, are explored further to elucidate the differences in meaning according to the
perspective being presented.

Both institutional and personal contexts shape students’ experiences in HE. Cole (2017) examined
nine articles to explore the persistent issue of attrition. The strategies he discusses, including relatedness,
competence and autonomy derived from self-determination theory, address intrinsic motivational factors.
However, the effect of the implementation of these three social elements as tangible structural strat-
egies remains undetermined.

Additionally, Cole (2017) cites Brahm et al., who observed a decline in both intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation in students during the induction phase of transition at the start of the academic year.
However, by the end of the year, students were reported to have increased levels of competence and
enjoyment, which emphasises elements of social learning and integration in particular (Cole, 2017). This
finding underscores the necessity of an ongoing monitoring process during the induction transition
period despite the period having a temporal endpoint. Such an approach enables HE staff to monitor
and identify potential changes resulting from intentional structural strategies and to facilitate the deter-
mination of social learning and integration factors that either promote or hinder retention.

Let us reflect on Tinto’s Tinto (1975) insights from nearly five decades ago. He proposed that involun-
tary attrition stems from inadequate academic integration, such as poor grades and failure to meet min-
imum standards, while voluntary attrition arises from social isolation in HE environments. Numerous
empirical studies have revealed attrition taking place in various contexts, which indicates that there is
no one-size-fits-all explanation for attrition. Although much literature focused on identifying academic-
ally integrated factors that contribute to attrition, little empirical research has addressed social learning
and integration factors (Behr et al., 2020; Kehm et al., 2019).

In their empirical review paper, Kehm et al. (2019) analysed 44 empirical studies and identified nine
factors that influenced attrition, including study conditions, academic integration in HE, information and
admission requirements and prior academic achievement, which reflect students’ academic experiences.
The remaining factors were linked to social aspects that contributed to student success, including social
integration in HE, personal effort, motivation for studying, personal characteristics and sociodemographic
background, as well as external conditions beyond the control of the HE setting. Notably, four of the fac-
tors related to academic challenges, while five pointed to social challenges, which underscores the need
for support strategies that address these social learning and integration challenges proactively.

Graduating
Investment in HE is driven by the multitude of benefits and opportunities offered by the attainment of a
qualification. Individually, these benefits include higher employment rates, access to better-paying jobs
with additional perks, improved working conditions, and enhanced personal and professional mobility.
At an institutional, national, or global level, the benefits extend to increased tax revenue, enhanced
productivity, greater consumption, a more flexible workforce and less reliance on government financial
aid. Socially, HE improves health outcomes and quality of life of future generations, ensures more
informed consumer choices, increased leisure opportunities, elevated social status, heightened civic
engagement, reduced crime rates, enhanced community service, improved social cohesion, and more
advanced technological proficiency (Andrade et al., 2022). Therefore, students who enter HE must
acquire the skills needed to flourish and become successful graduates.

As mentioned, massification has broadened access for a diverse student population, which has
prompted ongoing efforts by institutions to support students in graduating and achieving success
beyond graduation (Andrade et al., 2022). However, literature consistently identifies factors that impede
students from persisting in their enrolment until degree completion. For instance, studies tracking part-
time, full-time and transfer students in the United States reveal that 55% of all students graduate within
six years, with higher rates for Asian and White students (63.2% and 62%, respectively) than for Hispanic
and Black students (45.8% and 38%, respectively). Furthermore, male students are more likely to dropout
than female students (Andrade et al., 2022; Shapiro et al., 2017). Notably, graduation rates vary widely,
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with lower rates observed in open admission institutions for part-time enrolment, historically underrepre-
sented student groups and community colleges (Andrade et al., 2022).

Moreover, because of the massification, there has been a surge in enrolment by low-income, first-gen-
eration and non-traditional students, in particular, some of whom lack the essential skills for successful
transition and integration into HE institutions, thus making retention and graduation unlikely (Adams
et al., 2016; CHE, 2013; Webbstock, 2016). In South Africa, high dropout and low graduation rates make
it difficult for the country to meet various developmental and social cohesion needs at individual, insti-
tutional, national and global levels (McKenna, 2016). Despite substantial financial support efforts, such as
those provided by NSFAS, which serves 1.1 million students and has significantly increased funding from
R33 million in 1991 to R47.6 billion in 2023, the investment has not yielded the desired outcomes for all
students (South African Government, 2023). Despite strategies such as flexible curricula and innovative
pedagogies being implemented, attrition rates continue to increase (McKenna, 2016). Furthermore, insti-
tutional misalignment with students’ personal contexts and experiences, including microaggressions, hin-
ders graduation further (Andrade et al., 2022). Literature underscores the significance of social support
for mitigating adverse experiences because both social and academic experiences profoundly affect stu-
dents’ transition, integration, attrition and retention and influence their persistence to remain at univer-
sity until graduation (P�erez-Mart�ın & Villard�on-Gallego, 2023).

Empirical evidence consistently emphasises academic factors, such as academic integration and perceived
academic competence, as crucial predictors of student persistence in HE. Students’ attitudes toward their
academic abilities – largely influenced by past academic performance – significantly affect their persistence
(Andrade et al., 2022; Stewart et al., 2015). Despite efforts by HE institutions to collect and analyse data to
ensure their accountability for student learning, these strategies primarily focus on academic achievement
meeting expected standards (Andrade et al., 2022); comparable efforts regarding structural strategies for
continuous data collection and analysis related to social learning and integration aspects are lacking.

Recommendations

Transitioning and integration into HE, navigating attrition and retention challenges and, ultimately, grad-
uating involve complex stages shaped by academic, social, personal and institutional factors. Research
confirms the significance of social learning and integration across these stages. However, academic inte-
gration often dominates and sidelines the crucial role of social learning and integration. Therefore, to
enhance student success, there is a need to deliberately prioritise the development of students’ personal
contexts in the institutional framework of HE. Based on the findings of this study, which is based on a
triadic conceptual framework, the following recommendations are proposed:

1. Academic and social integration are widely acknowledged concepts. However, prioritising academic
integration often sidelines social integration despite the diverse student body in HE. This tendency
highlights the need, which is the result of massification, to address social learning and integration
aspects intentionally.

2. Higher education faculty and staff should focus on developing structural strategies for social learning
and integration alongside a stronger emphasis on personal context. This includes early identification of
students lacking in relatedness, competence and autonomy in HE settings. These strategies should be
as measurable and tangible as academic interventions and designed to identify at-risk students.

3. To effectively implement strategies that address social learning and integration, HE staff must evalu-
ate and enhance their approaches. Staff must understand both the institutional and personal con-
texts that contribute to attrition if they are to support students effectively.

Limitations

Graduation is linked to various personal and or behavioural traits, such as motivation, attitudes and per-
sistence. Delving deeper into the literature on the role of personal context in HE could improve our
understanding of ways we could address hurdles to student success, including transition, integration,
attrition, retention and graduation. Furthermore, incorporating other theories, such as Astin’s model of
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persistence, could provide further contextual insight into ways to apply social learning and integration
concepts to develop structural strategies.

Conclusions

Ironically, institutional experiences in HE are a black box despite decades of global research aimed at
facilitating students’ transition, integration, retention and graduation. The complex interplay of these fac-
tors, including social learning and integration, contributes to attrition, which is a major issue in HE glo-
bally. The impact of social learning and integration on attrition, retention and graduation varies
according to factors such as year of study, institution, sociocultural influences and students’ perceptions
of support programs. Notably, social learning and integration are closely linked to the personal context
of HE rather than the institutional context. This suggests the need for customised social learning and
integration programs at each institution to support transition, integration, retention and graduation. It is
essential to consider students’ social expectations and identity formation in HE settings. Because much
research has focused on academic integration, we recommend that social learning and integration sup-
port strategies that are aligned with students’ personal contexts in HE enrolment are investigated.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding

The author would like to thank the National Research Foundation for funding.

About the author

Dr. Nokuthula Tlalajoe-Mokhatla (PhD Health Professions Education; M.Sc. Biochemistry) is a Senior Lecturer and
an Academic Head at the Division of Student Learning and Development, Faculty of Health Sciences, University of
the Free State in South Africa. Her research interest focus on student support, development and leadership with
great interest in the social learning, social integration and transitioning into higher education aspect.

ORCID

Nokuthula Tlalajoe-Mokhatla http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0907-026X

References

Adams, D. R., Meyers, S. A., & Beida, R. S. (2016). The relationship between financial strain, perceived stress, psycho-
logical symptoms, and academic and social integration in undergraduate students. Journal of American College
Health, 64(5), 362–370. https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2016.1154559

Andrade, M. S., Miller, R. M., McArthur, D., & Ogden, M. (2022). The impact of learning on student persistence in
higher education. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 24(2), 316–336. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1521025120915576

Baldwin, A. L. (1973). Social learning. Review of Research in Education, 1, 34–57. https://doi.org/10.2307/1167194
Bandura, A. (1969). Social learning theory of identificatory process. In D. A. Goslin (Ed.), Handbook of socialisation the-

ory and research (pp. 213–262). Rand McNally.
Behr, A., Giese, M., Kamdjou, H. D. T., & Theune, K. (2020). Dropping out of university: A literature review. Review of

Education, 8(2), 614–652. https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.3202
Bermea, G. O. (2023). Humanistic advising: Applying humanistic theory to the practice of academic advising.

NACADA Review, 3(1), 3–20. https://doi.org/10.12930/NACR-20-07
Brooman, S., & Darwent, S. (2014). Measuring the beginning: A quantitative study of the transition to higher educa-

tion. Studies in Higher Education, 39(9), 1523–1541. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2013.801428
Cole, J. S. (2017). Concluding comments about student transition to higher education. Higher Education, 73(3), 539–

551. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-016-0091-z
Colley, H. (2007). Understanding time in learning transitions through the life course. International Studies in Sociology

of Education, 17(4), 427–443. https://doi.org/10.1080/09620210701667103

10 N. TLALAJOE-MOKHATLA

https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2016.1154559
https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025120915576
https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025120915576
https://doi.org/10.2307/1167194
https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.3202
https://doi.org/10.12930/NACR-20-07
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2013.801428
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-016-0091-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/09620210701667103


CHE. (2013). A proposal for undergraduate curriculum reform in South Africa: The case for a flexible curriculum structure.
Retrieved from http://www.che.ac.za/sites/default/files/publications/Full_Report.pdf

CHE. (2016). South African higher education reviewed: Two decades of democracy. Retrieved from https://www.che.ac.
za/index.php/file/6468/download?token=6N18Fnsb

CHE. (2020). Extended programmes with an integrated foundation phase: theoretical considerations for curriculum
design. Retrieved from https://www.che.ac.za/file/6372/download?token=4lPkfc7G

Chambers, G. N., Hobson, A. J., & Tracey, L. (2010). ‘Teaching could be a fantastic job but…’: Three stories of stu-
dent teacher withdrawal from initial teacher preparation programmes in England. Teachers and Teaching, 16(1),
111–129. https://doi.org/10.1080/13540600903475652

Wicks, B. (2023, November 6). Almost 100k NSFAS-funded students left in the lurch over November allowances.
Eyewitness News. Retrieved from https://ewn.co.za/2023/11/06/almost-100k-nsfas-funded-students-left-in-the-lurch-
over-november-allowances

Franz, S., & Paetsch, J. (2023). Academic and social integration and their relation to dropping out of teacher educa-
tion: A comparison to other study programs. Frontiers in Education, 8, 1179264. https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.
2023.1179264

Gale, T., & Parker, S. (2014). Navigating change: A typology of student transition in higher education. Studies in
Higher Education, 39(5), 734–753. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2012.721351

Galve Gonz�alez, C., Bernardo, A. B., & Castro-L�opez, A. - (2023). Understanding the dynamics of college transitions
between courses: Uncertainty associated with the decision to dropout studies among first and second-year stu-
dents. European Journal of Psychology of Education, 39(2), 959–978. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10212-023-00732-2

Hadjar, A., Haas, C., & Gewinner, I. (2023). Refining the Spady-Tinto approach: The roles of individual characteristics
and institutional support in students’ higher education dropout intentions in Luxembourg. European Journal of
Higher Education, 13(4), 409–428. https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2022.2056494

Hultberg, J., Plos, K., Hendry, G. D., & Kjellgren, K. I. (2008). Scaffolding students’ transition to higher education:
Parallel introductory courses for students and teachers. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 32(1), 47–57.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03098770701781440

Hussey, T., & Smith, P. (2010). Transitions in higher education. Innovations in Education and Teaching International,
47(2), 155–164. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703291003718893

Jama, M. P. (2017). Applying a humanistic pedagogy to advance and integrate humane values in a medical school
environment. Perspectives in Education, 35(1), 28–39. https://doi.org/10.18820/2519593X/pie.v35i1.3

Kehm, B. M., Larsen, M. R., & Sommersel, H. B. (2019). Student dropout from universities in Europe: A review of
empirical literature. Hungarian Educational Research Journal, 9(2), 147–164. https://doi.org/10.1556/063.9.2019.1.18

Lane, T. B. (2016). Beyond academic and social integration: Understanding the impact of a STEM enrichment pro-
gram on the retention and degree attainment of underrepresented students. CBE – Life Science Education, 15(39),
1–13.

L�opez, M. J., Santelices, M. V., & Taveras, C. M. (2023). Academic performance and adjustment of first-generation stu-
dents to higher education: A systematic review. Cogent Education, 10(1), 2209484. https://doi.org/10.1080/
2331186X.2023.2209484

Maher, M., & Macallister, H. (2013). Retention and attrition of students in higher education: Challenges in modern
times to what work. Higher Education Studies, 3(2), 62. https://doi.org/10.5539/hes.v3n2p62

Mayhew, M. J., Rockenbach, A. N., Bowman, N. A., Seifert, T. A. D., Wolniak, G. C., Pascarella, E. T., & Terenzini, P. T.
(2016). How college affects students. 21st Century evidence that higher education works (Vol. 3). John Wiley & Sons.

McKenna, S. (2016). Teaching and learning. In CHE, South African higher education reviewed: Two decades of democ-
racy (pp. 143–192) CHE.

Miller, A., Smith, C. T., & Nicholls, A. (2011, May). Promising practices supporting low-income, first-generation students
at DeVry University. Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education.

Morelli, M., Chirumbolo, A., Baiocco, R., & Cattelino, E. (2021). Academic failure: Individual, organisational, and social
factors. Psicolog�ıa Educativa, 27(2), 167–175. https://doi.org/10.5093/psed2021a8

O’Donnell, V. L., Kean, M., & Stevens, G. (2016). Students transition in higher education: concepts, theories and practi-
ces. Higher Education Academy.

P�erez-Mart�ın, M., & Villard�on-Gallego, L. (2023). University experiences of students in a gender minority.
Sustainability, 15(5), 4054. https://doi.org/10.3390/su15054054

Powazny, S., & Kauffeld, S. (2020). The impact of influential others on student teachers’ dropout intention – A net-
work analytical study. European Journal of Teacher Education, 44(4), 520–537. https://doi.org/10.1080/02619768.
2020.1793949

Radhamani, K., & Kalaivani, D. (2021). Academic resilience among students: A review of literature. International
Journal of Research and Review, 8(6), 360–369. https://doi.org/10.52403/ijrr.20210646

Ross, A. (2021). Learning in a time of crises: The learning experiences of 5th-year medical students at the University
of KwaZulu-Natal during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. African Journal of Primary Health Care & Family
Medicine, 13(1), e1–e8. Article a3002. https://doi.org/10.4102/phcfm.v13i1.3002

Severiens, S. E., & Schmidt, H. G. (2009). Academic and social integration and study progress in problem-based learn-
ing. Higher Education, 58(1), 59–69. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-008-9181-x

COGENT EDUCATION 11

http://www.che.ac.za/sites/default/files/publications/Full_Report.pdf
https://www.che.ac.za/index.php/file/6468/download?token=6N18Fnsb
https://www.che.ac.za/index.php/file/6468/download?token=6N18Fnsb
https://www.che.ac.za/file/6372/download?token=4lPkfc7G
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540600903475652
https://ewn.co.za/2023/11/06/almost-100k-nsfas-funded-students-left-in-the-lurch-over-november-allowances
https://ewn.co.za/2023/11/06/almost-100k-nsfas-funded-students-left-in-the-lurch-over-november-allowances
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1179264
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1179264
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2012.721351
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10212-023-00732-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2022.2056494
https://doi.org/10.1080/03098770701781440
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703291003718893
https://doi.org/10.18820/2519593X/pie.v35i1.3
https://doi.org/10.1556/063.9.2019.1.18
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2023.2209484
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2023.2209484
https://doi.org/10.5539/hes.v3n2p62
https://doi.org/10.5093/psed2021a8
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15054054
https://doi.org/10.1080/02619768.2020.1793949
https://doi.org/10.1080/02619768.2020.1793949
https://doi.org/10.52403/ijrr.20210646
https://doi.org/10.4102/phcfm.v13i1.3002
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-008-9181-x


Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Huie, F., Wakhungu, P., Yuan, X., Nathan, A., & Hwang, Y. A. (2017). Completing college: A
national view of student attainment rates by race and ethnicity –Fall 2010 cohort (Signature Report No. 12b).
National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. https://nscresearchcenter.org/signaturereport12-supplement-2/

Shmeleva, E., & Froumin, I. (2020). Factors of attrition among computer science and engineering undergraduates in
Russia. Voprosy Obrazovaniya / Educational Studies Moscow, 3(3), 110–136. https://doi.org/10.17323/1814-9545-
2020-3-110-136

Siltaloppi, J., & Vargo, L. V. (2017). Triads: A review and analytical framework. Marketing Theory, 17(4), 395–414.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470593117705694

South African Government. (2023, December 5). Chairperson Ernest Khosa: NSFAS media briefing on outcome of inves-
tigation report into allegations on appointment of direct payment service providers. Retrieved from https://www.gov.
za/news/speeches/chairperson-ernest-khosa-nsfas-media-briefing-outcome-investigation-report

Stewart, S., Lim, D. H., & Kim, J. (2015). Factors influencing college persistence for first-time students. Journal of
Developmental Education, 38(3), 12–16.

Thompson, M., Pawson, C., & Evans, B. (2021). Navigating entry into higher education: the transition to independent
learning and living. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 45(10), 1398–1410. https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.
2021.1933400

Timmis, M. A., Pexton, S., & Cavallerio, F. (2022). Student transition into higher education: Time for a rethink within
the subject of sport and exercise science? Frontiers in Education, 7, 1049672. https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.
1049672

Tinto, V. (1975). Dropout from higher education: A theoretical synthesis of recent research. Review of Educational
Research, 45(1), 89–125. https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089

Tinto, V. (2007). Research and practice of student retention: What next? Journal of College Student Retention, 8(1), 1–19.
https://doi.org/10.2190/4YNU-4TMB-22DJ-AN4W

Tinto, V. (2017). Through the eyes of students. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory and Practice,
19(3), 254–269. https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025115621917

Tlalajoe-Mokhatla, N., Van der Merwe, L. J., & Jama, M. P. (2023). Social learning and integration factors affecting
first-year medical students: Views of remedial programme students who failed their first year. Journal of Student
Affairs in Africa, 11(1), 65–76. https://doi.org/10.24085/jsaa.v11i1.4271

Webbstock, D. (2016). Overview. In CHE, South African higher education reviewed: Two decades of democracy (pp. 5–
62). CHE.

Wild, S., Rahn, S., & Meyer, T. (2023). The relevance of basic psychological needs and subject interest as explanatory
variables for student dropout in higher education – A German case study using the example of a cooperative
education program. European Journal of Psychology of Education, 38(4), 1791–1808. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10212-022-00671-4

Wolf, K., Maurer, C., & Kunter, M. (2021). ‘I don’t really belong here’: Examining sense of belonging in immigrant and
nonimmigrant teacher students. Zeitschrift f€ur Entwicklungspsychologie und P€adagogische Psychologie, 53(1-2), 1–
14. https://doi.org/10.1026/0049-8637/a000233

12 N. TLALAJOE-MOKHATLA

https://nscresearchcenter.org/signaturereport12-supplement-2/
https://doi.org/10.17323/1814-9545-2020-3-110-136
https://doi.org/10.17323/1814-9545-2020-3-110-136
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470593117705694
https://www.gov.za/news/speeches/chairperson-ernest-khosa-nsfas-media-briefing-outcome-investigation-report
https://www.gov.za/news/speeches/chairperson-ernest-khosa-nsfas-media-briefing-outcome-investigation-report
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2021.1933400
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2021.1933400
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.1049672
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.1049672
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089
https://doi.org/10.2190/4YNU-4TMB-22DJ-AN4W
https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025115621917
https://doi.org/10.24085/jsaa.v11i1.4271
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10212-022-00671-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10212-022-00671-4
https://doi.org/10.1026/0049-8637/a000233

	Towards a conceptual framework in higher education anchored on social learning and social integration: transition, retention and graduation
	ABSTRACT
	Introduction
	Background
	Conceptual approach and methodology
	Theoretical framework
	Social learning theory
	Social integration theory
	Findings and discussion towards a conceptual framework of social learning and integration
	Social learning and integration concept
	Transition and integration in HE
	Retention and attrition in HE
	Graduating


	Recommendations
	Limitations
	Conclusions
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	Orcid
	References


