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Abstract: 

The purpose of this study was to assess the throughput rates of University and Technical Vocational Education 
and Training (TVET) students funded by the National Student Financial Aid Scheme. It is well acknowledged 
that with greater support and greater equality during schooling, students entering university/TVET have 
significantly greater chances to complete their qualifications within regulation time, increasing their likelihood of 
employment.  For this study a 360 degree view methodology was used to explore subsurface. Focus groups 
were conducted in 3 regions, namely, KwaZulu- Natal, Western Cape and Gauteng with 8 subject experts, 9 
NSFAS fresh graduate interns as well as 6 internal staff that works closely with NSFAS funded students. This 
study produced results which corroborate the findings of a great deal of the previous work in this field. The 
current study found that providing students with financial support only is not enough, there is a need for 
academic support programs that will assist under-prepared students and students from poorly resourced senior 
secondary schools cope with university academic work. Therefore, NSFAS should work closely with universities 
that have well established student support programmes to compel NSFAS funded students to get the necessary 
help they need to succeed. 
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Executive Summary 
 
The excitement of a South African University acceptance is often short lived for many students  who 
face overwhelming  challenges  in getting to and then through university, resulting in many students 
dropping out in their first year of study.  
Over time, NSFAS has become an increasingly important source of funding for the post-school 
education and training sector, providing the much needed financial support that these students need to 
overcome the socio-economic barriers they face. But both the sector and NSFAS specifically have come 
under fire for not successfully enough graduating the students that enter universities and TVET 
colleges. As NSFAS begins to operate under its’ new student centred model system, NSFAS will 
continue to seek strategies and mechanisms to improve the relationship between NSFAS and its funded 
students, and will  ensure that all grade 12 learners and students are treated equitably and fairly, no 
matter which university or college they chose to attend. Understanding how well students are performing 
once they access higher education is critical to determining how effectively the money invested by the 
State is being utilised. Different researchers show that NSFAS funded students have a high dropout rate 
as compared to non-NSFAS funded students. There could be a number of reasons that support this 
notion, but the most significant one is the support that students need when they get to university. 
Through focus groups and case studies, this paper has explored various drivers of student  throughput 
in universities/TVET for NSFAS funded students, and identified several strategies and interventions 
which are succeeded in supporting socio-economically marginalised young people. Raising throughput 
and graduation rates could create savings for NSFAS, as students would pass through the system more 
quickly, and free up funding for other students who require access. The longer it takes for a student to 
graduate and the more drop out, the more NSFAS must invest to achieve a given number of graduates. 
However with the necessary support and equality at schooling, students entering university/TVET stand 
a better chance in completing their qualification within regulation time.  Such interventions such as the 
introduction of First Year Experience (FYE) in universities/ TVET has proved to have a great impact on 
the success of a first year students. In addition, there are various NGO’s like REAP, Umthombo, Moshal 
etc that work with students from poor backgrounds to support them through university, and some that 
begin their journeys with the students while they are still at school.  
The findings from this study correlate with other studies that show that  incorrect career choice, 
inadequate academic support and insufficient funding are  primary factors that lead to the drop out of at-
risk students. As  a recommendation, the paper suggests that NSFAS should continue to work closely 
with an expanded network of NGO’s and with university/college support services to develop strategies 
that will improve the throughput rates of NSFAS funded students.  

Introduction  
 
It is well recognised  that with greater support and greater equality during schooling, students entering 
university/TVET have significantly greater chances to complete their qualifications within regulation time, 
increasing their likelihood of employment. As such, all education systems measure and track how 
students’ progress through the post-school sector so that they can monitor their performance and the 
impact of interventions that are implemented. In South Africa, graduation rates are computed by dividing 
the headcount enrolments for the specific academic year by the number of students who graduate within 
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each tertiary institution for the same academic year1.  In addition to graduation rates, the number of 
students who drop-out of study is often reported in the literature, but unlike student success rates2 is not 
as rigorously reported.  Throughput rate is a further measure which  calculates the number of students 
in a given cohort3 that complete their degrees and graduate within the stipulated time, how many drop 
out and how many take longer; it involves the systematic tracking of a cohort from first year of enrolment 
to graduation that takes into account a range of factors. However,, with the relative absence of 
systematic cohort studies in South Africa, graduation rates, success rates and drop-out rates remain a 
(problematic) proxy for throughput4.  

It is commonly accepted that student under-preparedness is the dominant learning-related 
cause of the poor performance in higher education5. As far back as 1994, following a survey of 
undergraduates in the United States of America (US) both prior to enrolment as well as towards 
the end of their first year of study, reports have shown that “personal adjustment and 
integration into the social fabric of campus life play a role at least as important as academic 
factors in student retention.” In further support for this view, the role of self-efficacy in student 
success was highlighted, noting that “the psychological orientations that students bring to the 
transition to university life are critical to their success in the new setting. Confident and 
optimistic students view their worlds in ways that are more likely to result in successful 
adjustment”6.  
Closer to home in South Africa, a study undertaken in 2002 in which students were surveyed at 
five universities, identified several factors that caused the most stress for students at university, 
and were primarily associated with financial difficulties, and the demands of university 
administration. The nature of university education programmes, which typically involve 
independent study, strict deadlines for submission of work, large impersonal lectures, and that 
demand fluency in reading and writing in the second language of many students, is a potential 
barrier to students’ progress. However, the academic demands of the curriculum programme 
themselves was not identified as a key factor in the stress levels of the students themselves. . 

                                                
 
 
1 Council on Higher Education, (2009). The State of Higher Education in South Africa. 
Pretoria: Council on Higher Education 
2 According to the CHE VitalStats 2013, “student success rates” is defined as “the total number of courses passed 
by students in a given academic year relative to course enrolments.  It is calculated by dividing the total number of 
FTE degree credits (courses completed) by FTE enrolments … and produces a weighted average success rate” 
3 Where a cohort is defined as “the first-time entry students in a given year who have enrolled for a particular 
education programme” (as per the Council on Higher Education’s Vital Stats 2013) 
4 Maurice, N.K. (2015). Key indicators of student success at a tertiary institution: a case study of cti education 
group’s accounting programmes. Accessed on the 13/02/2017 from 
https://ir.dut.ac.za/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10321/1630/MAURICE_2015.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y 
5 Council on Higher Education (CHE) (2013). A proposal for undergraduate curriculum reform in South Africa: The 
case for a flexible curriculum structure. Pretoria: CHE. Available at 
http://www.che.ac.za/sites/default/files/publication s/Full_Report.pdf. Accessed 28 June 2015. 
6 Hobden.S. & Hobden.P.  (2015). A study of the transition of pathways of school level scholarship recipients into 
work and tertiary education. Accessed on the 15 March 2017 from http://www.scielo.org.za/pdf/saje/v35n3/11.pdf 
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This is further supported by evidence which seems to indicate that academic results were not 
the most significant predictor in determining student success. The study showed that the 
success factors identified by both students and lecturers “paint a picture of a self-motivated, 
hardworking student who can learn independently, prepare well for examinations and who has 
made a wise choice of study’’7. Student experiences of university indicate that to succeed, 
students need to achieve a successful affiliation, that is, to know how to access the system of 
implicit values, the codes of behaviour and work which define the academic world. In a similar 
study of undergraduate university students, it is suggested that an important resource for 
student success is their “accumulated social and cultural capital, their ability to work 
independently and their individual autonomy”8. Unfortunately, black students from rural and 
township schools do not always have these resources, or the mastery of the English language, 
resulting in major obstacles in their academic courses. This led to the establishment of student 
development programmes for students who are struggling with the adjustment.  
 

It is important that the first-year should be regarded as significant because the first year forms 
the basis for developing academic potential through new modes of learning. Universities need 
to address the realities of student’s prior learning experiences. Therefore, higher education 
institutions should take charge of the student intake and accept the responsibility for 
accommodating the students that they admit into their programmes. There is a need for all 
institutions to take charge and do whatever is reasonably within its control to successfully 
accommodate the first year students, remaining cognisant of the different environments, homes 
and schools that these young students have come from. Universities and all stakeholders in the 
sector need to acknowledge that the inequalities in the quality of teaching and in the socio-
economic conditions in the South African school system perpetuates student under 
preparedness for higher education learning.9 High dropout rates in the first year of university 
study stress the need for support for first-year students. And as such, the first-year 
undergraduate appears to be the main focus for intervention, as it is these students that often 
experience the most significant gaps Some of the shortcomings in their development include 
their conceptual knowledge, their grasp of academic literacies and the capabilities to adopt 
different learning approaches leads to poor performance. The first-year is therefore critical in 
setting the foundation for students’ overall success in the university.  

                                                
 
 
7 Fraser W & Killen R 2005. The perceptions of students and lecturers of some factors influencing academic 
performance at two South African universities. Perspectives in Education, 23(1):25-40. Accessed 28 June 2015.     
From http://repository.up.ac.za/bitstream/handle/2263/4887/Fraser_Perceptions%282005%29.pdf?sequence 
=1&isAllowed=y.  
8 Hobden.S. & Hobden.P.  (2015). A study of the transition of pathways of school level scholarship recipients into 
work and tertiary education. Accessed on the 15 March 2017 from http://www.scielo.org.za/pdf/saje/v35n3/11.pdf 
9 Mkhonto,N. Institution-wide First-Year Experience (FYE). Accessed on the 13/02/2017 from 
http://sanrc.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Mkonto-Nosisana.pdf 
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A conceptual map for framing our question   
Student development programmes can play a major role in helping students adjust to their new 
academic and socio-cultural environments and, in this way, improve student retention, 
throughput and success. The Council for Higher Education (CHE) investigated the poor 
performance of students at universities and, although not discounting the effect of financial and 
affective factors on student learning, determined that “academic factors are at the heart of the 
systemic obstacles to student success. It is widely accepted that student under-preparedness is 
the dominant learning-related cause of the poor performance patterns in higher education”10  
 

Transition from school to tertiary studies 
Over time, reports have shown the sad reality of higher education in South Africa is that only 
about one third of the students who qualify to gain entry into higher education are actually 
prepared for the academic literacy demands of universities. While there is generally difficulty in 
moving from one academic year to the next in tertiary institutions, South Africa experiences 
major challenges in the transition from secondary school to tertiary level education. In 
response, the CHE has made a strong call for universities to begin extending three-year 
degrees and also changing curricula to fit the academic capabilities, or lack thereof, of South 
African students11. “It is most unfortunate that the articulation gap is, and will continue to be, a 
problem as long as children attend public schools which are ill-equipped to prepare pupils for 
the higher education space. Even the brightest students, who earn high flying marks in public 
schools, often experience strikingly low marks for the first time when they enter higher 
education institutions”12. Furthermore, those who do gain access to tertiary education often 
struggle to bridge the gap between school and tertiary study. 
 
 

                                                
 
 
10 Council on Higher Education (CHE) (2013). A proposal for undergraduate curriculum reform in South Africa: The 
case for a flexible curriculum structure. Pretoria: CHE. Accessed on the 16 March 2017 from 
http://www.che.ac.za/sites/default/files/publication s/Full_Report.pdf. 
11 Rantsi, T. (2016). Transitioning from secondary school to tertiary education: what social investors should know. 
Accessed on the 15 March 2017 from http://www.tshikululu.org.za/insights-opinions/entry/transitioning-from-
secondary-school-to-tertiary-education  
12 Cloete N & Butler-Adam J. (2012). Shaping the Future of South Africa's Youth: Rethinking post school education 
and skills training. Somerset West: African Minds. Accessed on the 16 March 2017 from 
http://www.chet.org.za/books/shaping-futuresouth-africas-youth. 
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Figure 1: Initial conceptual model for transition between school and tertiary education13 

 
 

The concept of the tertiary access chain/map 
Tertiary access requires an entire chain of events to “go right”.  To deliver new graduates on the scale 
South Africa needs to make a meaningful impact on poverty requires the whole chain to work together 
efficiently and effectively, with no breaks in the chain.   
Figure 1 (overleaf) illustrates a whole chain of stages that has to be negotiated successfully for a learner 
to graduate into the work place. 

                                                
 
 
13 Hobden.S. & Hobden.P. (2015). A study of the transition of pathways of school level scholarship recipients into 
work and tertiary education. Accessed on the 15 March 2017 from http://www.scielo.org.za/pdf/saje/v35n3/11.pdf 
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Figure 2: Tertiary access chain14 

Factors linked to student academic success/throughput 
There are a number of factors which have been attributed as contributing to determining whether or not 
students will be successful in persisting through their university/college programme, and exiting with a 
completed qualification.  Some of these factors will be explored in the following sections.   

School performance 
There is a strong perception that the higher education intake is increasingly characterised by the 
academic under-preparedness of school-leavers, and that this is a key factor behind the throughput 
rates in higher education generally. For example, it is widely recognized that the social and economic 
backgrounds, home language, and personal circumstances of students are also important factors 
influencing throughputs. This can be largely attributed to the weak schooling system in South Africa15. 
Students from disadvantaged backgrounds, for example in the likes of Libode Eastern Cape struggle to 
transit from Xhosa teaching school to university where everything is in English. Language barrier 

                                                
 
 
14 Hofmeyr, M. , Vosloo, M., & Letlape, M. (2016). Supporting tertiary access for disadvantaged students: Lessons 
from the SasolInzalo Foundation’s bursary programme. Accessed on 02 February 2017 from 
http://www.carnegie3.org.za/papers/287_Vosloo_Supporting%20tertiary%20access%20for%20disadvantaged%20
students%20-%20lessons%20from%20the%20Sasol%20Inzalo%20Foundation's%20bursary%20programme.pdf 
15 Fisher, G (2011) Improving Throughput in the Engineering Bachelor’s Degree. Glen Fisher Consulting Accessed 
on the 07/12/2016from ttps://www.ecsa.co.za/about/pdfs/091211_ECSA_Throughput_Report.pdf  
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becomes an additional problem, for example in one the focus groups conduct with the interns, a 
participant expressed how he struggled to adapt to a language change from studying in Eastern Cape to 
coming to Cape Town and being taught in English and how he had to find ways to improve his 
vocabulary. Great consideration needs to be given to the quality of education students get in high school 
level to prepare them for university transition.  
Many learners who perform sufficiently well in matric to qualify for entrance into university and who find 
the means to actually attend university nevertheless do not successfully complete their undergraduate 
programmes within six years of enrolling. This suggests that many who qualify for university studies are 
not adequately equipped to deal with the demands of university. Achievement in gateway subjects’ 
signals readiness for university, but the limited association between this achievement and 
undergraduate completion rates indicates that this signal may not always be reliable. Learners who 
perform well in gateway subjects will not necessarily succeed in university, and conversely, those who 
perform poorly in gateway subjects may go on to succeed in university16. 
 

1 year 
(2009) 

2 years 
(2010) 

3 years 
(2011) 

4 years 
(2012) 

5 years 
(2013) 

6 years 
(2014) 

Quintile 1-3 learners17 
Access rate18 6.4 9.2 10.4 11.1 11.5 11.9 

Completion rate 0.3 0.8 12.4 32.9 46.2 54.0 
Dropout rate 10.9 17.0 22.5 27.6 33.3 - 

Retention rate 83.6 77.5 60.5 36.3 20.4 - 

Quintile 4 learners19 
Access rate 15.0 19.5 21.2 22.1 22.9 23.5 

Completion rate 0.2 0.5 13.6 32.9 46.3 54.2 
Dropout rate 10.1 15.5 20.6 25.1 30.8 - 

                                                
 
 
16 Van Broekhuizen, H, Van Der Berg, S & Hofmeyr, H. (2016). Higher Education Access and Outcomes for the 
2008 National Matric Cohort Accessed on the 16 March 2017 from 
www.ekon.sun.ac.za/wpapers/2016/wp162016/wp-16-2016_1.pdf  
 
18 Note: Access rates are calculated for learners from quintile 1-3 schools, quintile 4 schools and quintile 5 schools 
from the 2008 matric cohort while completion, dropout, and retention rates are only determined for students from 
this group ho enrolled in undergraduate studies for the first time in 2009. Access, completion, and dropout are 
cumulative. The retention rate presented in the table reflects the percentage of students from the 2009 first- time 
entering group who had not yet completed any qualification, but were still enrolled in undergraduate studies in the 
following year. 
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1 year 
(2009) 

2 years 
(2010) 

3 years 
(2011) 

4 years 
(2012) 

5 years 
(2013) 

6 years 
(2014) 

Retention rate 84.2 78.4 60.8 38.8 22.7 - 

Quintile 5 learners20 
Access rate 34.0 40.4 42.6 43.8 44.6 45.2 

Completion rate 0.1 0.3 18.4 41.5 55.2 62.9 
Dropout rate 7.6 12.2 16.2 19.7 23.9 - 

Retention rate 87.7 83.2 61.3 36.4 20.8 - 

Table 1: University access, completion, dropout, and retention rates (%) for the 2008 matric cohort (2009 - 2014), by school quintile   

While many who are in the business of providing student support have recognised the importance of 
selecting students before they get to matric level, it would be ideal to have interventions at Grade 9. This 
is the point where students choose subjects and much guidance is required. The unfortunate truth is 
that students choose subjects based on certain stereotypes and pressure from families and friends and 
this only sets them up for failure. Without adequate guidance in subject and career choices, this trend 
will unfortunately continue.  

First generation university entrants support 
Being a first-year student at university level is a big adjustment from high school. Poor decision-making, 
incorrect choice of friends, low self-esteem, uncertainty as to career choice, difficulty with aspects of the 
academic programme, homesickness and lack of pre-university preparedness are some the many 
problems facing first-year students.  A study conducted with Malaysian students found that first year 
students’ encountered health, financial and academic challenges. A recent study suggested that a 
significant number of South African tertiary students face financial problems as they live below the 
poverty line21. Thus, the transition to emotional and financial independence can be an overwhelming 
experience for new students.  
Students entering university do so from positions of extreme inequality, most obviously in schooling, but 
also in terms of financial and other resources. Financial pressures oblige students to work while they 
study (even as ostensibly 'full-time' students) or take breaks between years to earn, further delaying 
their progress. But to exclude students who have the potential to succeed because they cannot do so in 
the expected time frame works against the goals of social inclusion.  

 

                                                
 
 
 
 
21 Mudhovozi, P. (2012). Social and Academic Adjustment of First-Year University Students: University of Venda, 
Thohoyandou, South Africa 
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Information and Knowledge 
During the focus groups that were conducted with fresh graduates that now work for NSFAS, a word 
‘uncertainty’ came up during the discussions. The result of under-preparedness and/or an inappropriate 
curriculum are that a much too high percentage of students across the country fail to complete their 
studies. This has adverse effects on both the students and their families and on national needs. Large 
amounts of their own or their parents’ money, as well as public money is wasted as a result of students 
repeating or dropping out. According to literature, one of the main reasons for student dropout is the fact 
that students are often not academically prepared for tertiary study. In South Africa this is particularly 
true. It should be remembered that, because of many additional classes and other interventions 
academically under-prepared students are bound to take longer to achieve their qualification – if they 
don’t drop out, that is. Academically under-preparedness may, of course, be the result of a number of 
factors, a few of which will be discussed hereafter. Leaners lack information of where to even get 
funding; most schools in the townships even in rural areas do not encourage students to attend open 
days and career exhibitions. The focus is usually on “high performing” learners, which puts an average 
learner who has a potential of going to university at risk of not accessing the necessary resources that 
would encourage them to access higher education.  

Financial Support 
Financial support is crucial because it assures students’ stability. Financial aid matters for university 
access. Financial confidence does not only contribute to one’s ability to finish university studies, it also 
plays a vital role in the emotional well-being of the students’ university life. Financial stress greatly 
contributes to emotional distress.  
Government has this year provided R1.9 billion of the R2.3 billion shortfall resulting from the 
subsidization of the 2016 university fee increase. More than R4.5 billion in the 2016/17 financial year 
has been reprioritised to the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS). The provision of funding 
to students is a way of strengthening the resource base required in the country to have a skilled labour 
force that is equipped to work in all spheres. Therefore, all students, starting from high schools, must be 
awarded opportunities to know and be aware of loans and bursaries so that they do not end up being 
lost in the system in terms of exclusion. This should be a concerted effort that involves the corporate 
sector working together with the government to boost bursaries without limitations, thereby attracting a 
larger base of the top students who can access available funding22. 
 

Emotional Support 
Emotional support is essential to overcome the prevalence of mental health needs among students. 
Stress related problems significantly affect students’ emotional well-being and therefore indirectly affect 
their academic performance. Emotional instability has been found to be one of the reasons for dropping 
out before finishing studying. Biases and stigma against using mental health services may contribute to 

                                                
 
 

22 Makhanya, B. (2016). Accessing funding: South Africa's current education crisis. Accessed on the 02 February 
2017 from http://www.tshikululu.org.za/insights-opinions/entry/accessing-funding-south-africas-current-education-
crisis  
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lower utilization by tertiary students. Many students experienced a “Hero to Zero” journey coming into 
the first year, failing tests for the first time and experiencing identity crisis, feeling like strangers when 
they returned home at mid-year. Students should be encouraged to look for help before experiencing 
trouble, not the other way around. 
Almost half of the participants (49%) in a survey study conducted by researchers said that they had 
experienced a stress-related problem that significantly affected their emotional well-being and/or 
academic performance within the previous year. An additional 58% reported knowing of another 
graduate student who had experienced a stress-related problem within the previous year. These 
findings are consistent with previously published studies of student mental health needs and underscore 
the extent to which graduate students are coping with mental health issues. Researchers also found that 
graduate students had significantly higher frequency of thoughts on quitting their studies as a result of 
emotional instability. Untreated mental health problems are significant contributors to graduate student 
dropout23. 

 

Family/community support 
For most students the support of the family is what drives them to success, the motivation they receive 
from their family members keeps them going. Research indicates that family support may in fact be an 
important factor that may positively impact on students’ performance. It also confirms that students who 
perform better are more likely to persist in their studies to the completion when they have families that 
sanction their study choices and otherwise generally support them. This finding is peculiarly evident in 
respect of students from historically underprivileged populations as well as for commuter students. 
Recently in South Africa it has been found that lack of adequate support from parents for the 
educational goals of their children is associated with low levels of motivation cited by a first-generation 
student24. 
At-risk students need parent involvement more than most. Students who attend schools with a high level 
of community and parental involvement are set up for success, while those who attend schools that do 
not enjoy such support have a more difficult time. Hence, student success at tertiary education level is 
directly correlated with family and community support. It is evident that students with no family/ 
community support structure struggle in higher education than those getting support from the families. 
For most under-privileged students going to university and being the first-generation university student 
carries a lot of weight because they know that it is not just about graduate but they will be able to 
provide for their families and help their siblings through school.  

 

                                                
 
 
23 Ntakana,K.N. (2011). The effectiveness of student support programmes at a tertiary institution: a case study of 
Walter Sisulu University. Accessed on 07 December 2016 from 
http://uzspace.uzulu.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10530/1074/THE%20EFFECTIVENESS%20OF%20STUDENT%20S
UPPORT%20PROGRAMMES.pdf?sequence= 
24 Ntemo, M.K. (2015). Key indicators of student success at a tertiary institution: a case study of cti education 
group’s accounting programmes. Accessed on  the 02 February 2017from 
https://ir.dut.ac.za/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10321/1630/MAURICE_2015.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y  
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Social Support 
A well-coordinated Student Support Service unit is essential to creating a positive learning environment. 
Social/cultural support programmes are important because when students arrive at university they 
sometimes find their socialization or cultural beliefs and values contrary to the university particular 
cultural habitat. Students who do not possess the requisite cultural capital might find difficulty integrating 
because of the different frame of reference. Institutional culture is therefore acquired experientially. The 
social support programmes assist with helping the students in need acquire the untaught, heuristic 
knowledge that forms part of the institutional culture. Social networks are important for achievement of 
successful student outcomes. 
Those students who lack the necessary cultural capital may have a hard time or be unable to fully fit in 
because their frame of reference is just too different from the organizational habitus and the habitus of 
the dominant peer group on campus. The student’s peer group is the single most potent source of 
influence on growth and development during the undergraduate years.  

Academic support  

1.1.1 The communication/ language factor 
Many languages are spoken in South Africa and of these nine African languages, as well as Afrikaans 
and English, are recognized as official languages of the country. Afrikaans is the home language of 81% 
of the coloured and 58% of the white people. Of the Indians, 93% speak English as a first language, and 
of the blacks the single largest proportion (29%) speaks isiZulu. English is increasingly accepted as the 
business language of the country and is spoken by the majority of people - although as a second 
language. Communication is the cornerstone of learning – without it learning cannot take place. The 
problem is that many students in South Africa have to study by means of a language with is the second, 
and sometimes third language. Often students have not mastered English well enough for 
comprehension purposes. One of the participants of the focus groups with fresh graduates, said 
because of being scared to speak English and not being able to communicate well, he would not ask 
questions during lectures. Most students fail their first year simply because they cannot communicate so 
they would rather keep quiet and fail. A third of the students (33.3%) indicated that they had made use 
of these services25. The language problem, however, is exacerbated by the fact also lecturers often 
teach in a language which is their second language, or even third. In this manner the message leaves 
the transmitter in an incomplete manner and is received by a student who is unable to decode it 
properly – not a recipe for successful communication and adequate academic progress, and probably 
one of the causes of students dropping out26. 

 

                                                
 
 
25 Fowler, M. (2001). Student retention problems in higher education in a developing country. Accessed on 02 
February 2017 from http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/wbs/conf/olkc/archive/oklc5/papers/l-5_fowler.pdf 
26 Ibid 
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1.1.2 Orientation and induction 
Most higher education institutions offer orientation for first year students to give them an idea of what to 
expect and how to navigate the campus before they start with their classes. The intention of this process 
is to provide a more effective opportunity for new students to assimilate and make sense of the 
information provided, to socialise with the staff and existing students through a range of activities and to 
feel that they belong in the higher education community at their institution. Early engagement could 
include the provision of timetables, course handbooks and reading lists, summer schools, or materials 
accessed via a virtual learning environment. Early engagement can benefit students by preparing them 
for their course, demonstrating what will be expected of them, and assisting them to feel a part of the 
institution. Institutions are increasingly interacting with students prior to entry to develop institutional and 
course commitment and engagement. This is essential especially for students from rural areas; 
however, the emphasis has been on conveying the status of the institution and overloading students 
with information.  

 
The UKZN student development department developed a robot system to identify students at risk. ‘At 
Drake University, we have various factors that come into play when identifying “at risk” students. The 
first involves students who live with their parents and commute to university or college finding it difficult 
to make friends and this can make them feel ostracised and not a part of the University community’. 
‘Then there are those students who are the first in their families to attend university, putting greater 
pressure on them to perform well academically. There are also those who don’t attend orientation and 
end up not knowing what the expectations of being at university are all about. Another factor we take 
into consideration is low test scores students receive in their university entrance test (South African 
Matric results)27.’ A strategy to aid access, referred to as graduate or mature entry, attempts to address 
an underrepresentation of students from lower socio-economic and educationally disadvantaged 
communities in the higher education sector28.  
It is evident that these programmes are more effective in your traditional universities than TVET colleges 
because of the size of students the traditional universities receive as opposed to the number of intakes 
at the college level, Nonetheless this experience should be experience by any student who is entering 
high education space because it’s a transition from another environment to a new one. This will 
minimise the number of dropout rates and increase the number of throughputs significantly given the 
fact that the shift in environments will no longer be one the factors students do not succeed. However, 
institutions need to do everything that can be done to help students settle in, not only because there is a 
need to offer a humane and professional environment, but also because low retention rates are a sign of 
poor institutions as well as an egregious waste of time, money, effort and student morale. 
 

                                                
 
 
27 Mungroo.M. (2014). Interventions targeting át risk’ students explored in workshop. Accessed on 02 February 
2017 from http://coh.ukzn.ac.za/Files/Media/Images/News/2014-10- on 
31/1/201709/Interventions%20targeting%20%E2%80%98at%20risk%E2%80%99%20students%20explored%20in
%20workshop.pdf 
28 J. Van Wyk. (2011). The first year academic experience. School of Undergraduate Medical Education. Accessed 
on 31 January 2017 from utlo.ukzn.ac.za/Libraries/November_2011_Conferences/J_Van_Wyk.sflb.ashx  
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Tutoring and Mentoring Programmes  
Young people need support through the transition of life, someone who has been there and that will 
provide guidance to their new journey. Getting financial support only is not enough, academic support 
plays a major rule in student’s throughput, where students get support from their peers, from lectures as 
well as forming support groups of students studying the same course as the students. There is a 
diversity of support programmes that different institutions of higher learning utilize in order to enhance 
students’ throughput rates. Support systems, broadly described, range from those which provide 
specific support, such as help in choosing courses, orientation programmes at the start of study or peer 
tutoring and other academic support, through to institutional-level behaviours and organisational 
features that may support, or hinder, student outcomes29. Some universities like the University of the 
Western Cape have a structure and programmes that offer support for students who are struggling 
academically, tutors are made available to facilitate fellow students‟ learning processes and to assist 
those students to interact in an effective manner, thereby ensuring that the learning process keeps 
progressing. In addition, to be effective, any education provided should encompass all three areas or 
facets of learning: knowledge, attitudes, and behaviour, thereby emphasising the importance of fostering 
professional, responsible and helpful attitudes and behaviours among tutors, along with their knowledge 
training. 

“What kept me focused during my BTech was the support I got from my peers, knowing that there is someone 
who can help you with something that you do not understand” 

“I was privileged to work for a company that gave me an opportunity to further my studies, so I  was more 
focused and matured knowing that I needed to pass otherwise I will have to pay back the money used to fund 
me. Due to lack of access to finance and knowledge about financial aid, I had to find work after matric to support 
my family” 

“In high school I got destructed, lost focus and I had low grades. I had to remind myself about  what I want and 
what my goals are” 

“I did my high school years in two different schools, the first one was in the township then I went to a multiracial 
school where the culture to go to a good universities was instilled on us. That helped me to strive for good 
grades in order for me to go “good universities”, but at that time I did not know about NFSAS as result I dropped 
out and I worked to pay for my studies”. 

“I could not socially fit-in, I preferred to work alone, I ended up not coping and I decided to drop out in my third 
year because the feeling was overwhelming, so the type of person you are also impacts on your success in 
University/ College” 

One of the benefits as a result of mentoring is the concomitant increase in student retention and degree 
completion, which ultimately means increased DHET funding. Besides, several other benefits of formal 
mentoring programmes abound, including increased throughput, improved student-in-take, and 
motivation of students and enhancement of services offered by the university to meet the needs of 
future students in similar programmes. There can be little doubt that tutor/mentoring, as it is practiced at 
this institution, plays an important role in the lives of students. The program success is ascribed to its 
                                                
 
 
29 Ntakana,K.N. (2011). The effectiveness of student support programmes at a tertiary institution: a case study of 
Walter Sisulu University. Accessed on 07 December 2016 from 
http://uzspace.uzulu.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10530/1074/THE%20EFFECTIVENESS%20OF%20STUDENT%20S
UPPORT%20PROGRAMMES.pdf?sequence=1  
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dynamic nature and putting the emphasis on tutoring, which in the view of the program coordinators, 
ought to be the core function of educationally based peer support programs30. 

Buddy- system/peer support 
This system is different from mentoring and tutoring, because that programme only focuses on 
academic development of the student. This has to do with the support the student gets when he gets to 
varsity someone from the same area, a familiar face. This is why the Umthombo Youth Development 
foundation has a buddy system where senior students studying through Umthombo are encouraged to 
adopt a junior student to help them through their university journey. A Buddy must be reliable, 
committed and able to offer consistent support to the recipient student. A Buddy or a peer is a less 
formal relationship and may have a social element to it. In most of the time the buddy would also stay in 
the campus residence to help the student with social life problems and adjusting in the new environment 
outside the academic space. This will help students feel more comfortable in social situations and able 
to communicate with other students, feels listened to and supported. As well as support the recipient 
student to grow in confidence in their new environment.  
 

360 degree view methodology 
To further refine the understanding of the factors contributing to student success and throughput rates, 
additional exploratory work was undertaken as part of this project.  This included the research into a 
number of case studies which report on different types of intervention programmes; the research into 
individual student stories which provide a rich narrative reflecting on the individual journeys of specific 
students; and a series of focus groups (both internal to NSFAS and externally).  Each of these are 
presented in this paper. 

Case Study 1: The First Year Academy at Stellenbosch University (SUN) 

Dr Susan van Schalkwyk introduced the First Year Academy (FYA) as a systemic-holistic, institution-wide process where all 
parties (staff and students) participate in re-thinking, recrafting and re-aligning those activities at the University that impact on 
first-year students’ wellness and academic success. She explained that the model was informed by systems theory, so that 
interrelationships within SUN are elevated over individual elements. The FYA is therefore pioneering an integrated, 
transdisciplinary approach in the institution. The Academy is not a building, but a virtual system comprising areas of good 
practice that are coordinated systemically and holistically throughout the institution. The task team was drawn from all levels of 
staff across the university, which has ensured widespread buy-in and involvement. Very importantly, leadership supports the 
initiative and provides institutional funding.  

The Academy has several components. Firstly, early assessment of all first-year students - within the first six weeks - allows 
those at-risk students to be identified and specific interventions put in place. The process for this is to release these 
assessment results to the students, their families and the faculty. The results are then used to discuss, critique and transform 
teaching, learning and assessment practices, as well as to inform the interventions needed, supported by the FYA. So, for 
example, the FYA has assisted the Psychology Department in training tutors for running small tutorial groups one day per 
week, in lieu of a formal lecture, and these tutorials seem to be having very positive results. 

                                                
 
 
30 Ibid 
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A creative tracking and monitoring system indicates the students’ results and their progress across all subjects. This also 
contributes to research, for example by enabling the progress of bursary and loan students to be assessed. There have been 
initial problems with implementing the system, such as getting some of the lecturers to understand formative assessment and 
what they need to assess in the first six weeks. Existing initiatives, e.g. tutoring and mentoring systems, have had to be 
integrated with new initiatives of the FYA, and this has required academics to change their practices and use more technology. 
In addition, there have been complaints that the system is too complicated and that it is increasing lecturers’ administrative 
load. It has been a challenge to obtain buy-in and involvement across the entire institution, and to market and sell a ‘virtual’ 
idea, but it has been absolutely necessary and 80% of the faculties are now committed to the idea. 

 A second component, and part of the holistic approach, is opening up learning spaces – taking into account that a great deal of 
learning takes place outside of the classroom. This includes the ‘ResEd’ programmes, which are learning spaces within student 
residences to cater for commuting students. A third component is the dedicated Teaching and Learning Coordination points 
(TLCs) within faculties for first-year students, which deal with lectures, student housing, student finance etc. These have been a 
major success factor in implementing the FYA system. Although these TLCs work better in some faculties than in others, they 
open up spaces for ongoing conversations around student success and academic practice. 

The FYA programme rewards excellence in teaching and learning by inviting the thirty top first-year students to a prestige 
dinner. They, in turn, invite the lecturer whom they believe has contributed the most to their achievement. It is an inspiring 
event and provides a forum for deans, lecturers, students, the rector, support staff etc. to sit around the same table and 
converse with each other.  

The systemic-holistic approach of the FYA programme for enhancing first-year student success thus comprises technological 
support; early assessment; faculty-based Teaching and Learning Centres; mentoring and tutoring; residential education; a 
research-based approach; rewarding excellence in teaching and learning; and the system is integrated into institutional 
structures.  

Tangible results so far, aside from positive feedback from staff and students, are reduced   numbers of first-years going to 
Student Counselling for problems with adapting to the higher education environment; greater awareness of teaching and 
learning issues in faculties (especially with regards to first years); significantly more teaching and learning research initiatives 
aimed at first-years than ever before; and enthusiastic and excellent conference participation during both the in-house SOTL 
conference as well as at the first Southern African Conference on the First Year Experience, which SUN hosted. Although a 
causal connection cannot be claimed at this point, retention and pass rates are increasing since the implementation of the 
system. Some of the faculties continue to achieve better throughput rates than others, but all are experiencing a relative 
improvement in first-year student results. 

 In retrospect, it is recognised that the top-down approach adopted was not ideal and the notion of a virtual structure was 
problematic for some – the analogy of the FYA as an umbrella structure has been helpful here. But having the resources and 
using a systemic approach has enabled it to be successful. It has also worked because it was the right time for change for SUN 
– they were prepared for change. The “magic” of the initiative lies in its overarching institutional (support and shared 
responsibility) focus on first-year success. This has had a ripple effect into other years. Its strength is that it is a network (web) 
of people, actions and mechanisms that are focused mainly on improving teaching and learning.  

An unexpected finding was that bringing academic faculties on board has been easier than with some support and 
administrative divisions. But the most significant lesson was the extent to which they had under-estimated the power of the 
systemic-holistic approach to implementing change and aligning teaching and learning initiatives.  

It was acknowledged that Stellenbosch University currently has one of the lowest intakes of black disadvantaged students, and 
that, at present, the FYA is not substantially benefiting the type of students profiled in the REAP report. The Rector, Russell 
Botman, has expressed a transformation vision for SUN of “ the farm labourer’s daughter having the same education as the 
farmer’s son” by 2015 (Financial Aid Practitioners of South Africa conference dinner, 25 June 2009). Therefore, expectations 
are that this situation will change and that the FYA will be supporting more and more disadvantaged students in the near future. 
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Case Study 2: Skills for Commerce: UCT 

This is specifically an equity programme for B Com and B Business Science a student that has been developed by the 
Education Development Unit in the Commerce Faculty at UCT. There are approximately 200 first-year students on the 
programme and 750 altogether across the degrees. The majority of those on the programme do not have enough access points 
to enter the mainstream first-year group. In addition, all bursary students are on the programme and some others have chosen 
to come on the programme, despite having enough access points to enter the mainstream degree.  

The purpose of the programme is to pro-actively address the problem of students not coping and “falling apart”, rather than 
merely to be reactive and try to pick up the pieces once it is too late. Student difficulties are therefore detected early and 
appropriate interventions implemented. The first year of the programme is a registered, formal course but during the remainder 
of the degree the programme is more informal in nature, although there is a range of different activities and interventions at 
different times. There is a focus on articulation and competencies throughout the degree.  

The first-year class is divided into groups of about 20. A formal induction week gives the students a sense of themselves and a 
connection with each other - a coherence and a location. This is sustained through monthly class meetings, so that a “learning 
community” develops. A good, consistent group of lecturers is used for the first year, to provide a sense of continuity and 
connectedness and for role modelling – this is very important in assisting students develop a strong centeredness. Multiple 
methods (induction, mentorship) develop leadership in the students and help them develop a group identity. Rather than being 
an archetypal “black programme” (a deficit approach) that tends to stereotype the students, it adopts a multi-focused, value-
added approach. 

The first year course includes: 

Introduction and adjustment  
Know your campus and services 
 Note taking  
Planning and goal setting  
Planning and time management  
Information literacy  
Stress management and coping 
Citizenship  
Career management  
Communication and co-operative learning  
Communication and diversity  
Communication and transformation  
Exam competence and evaluation  

Additional elements of the programme, beyond the formal curriculum, comprise:  

Mentoring  
Induction for first years ‘Yellow Pages’ guide  
Sense of belonging  
Awards ceremony  
Sensitivity to language & culture  
Library of prescribed textbooks  
Corporate links  
Language development embedded in courses  
Writing consultant  
Website Newsletter  
Formative evaluation  
Academic workshops  
Class meetings  
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Individual files  
Interview skills  
Crisis interventions  
Leadership opportunities  
Skills workshops  
Pedagogies oriented to diversity  
Multilingualism 
Multiple personal engagements  

Students report that they have developed self-confidence, a sense of coping, and a sense of self: as Dr Pym pointed out, 
“when we are not feeling whole, we are not going to perform well.” It has facilitated their healthy development and assisted 
them in making adaptive choices. They develop a sense of groundedness, assertiveness and leadership, and these abilities 
are arguably as important academic success.  

Throughput rate has increased dramatically - which has provided ‘visible’ evidence for the ‘invisible’ – and this, together with 
being a formal, credit-bearing course, gives the programme credibility. It also provides an understanding of ‘graduate attributes’ 
to consider for teaching and learning. Very significantly, it is beginning to be piloted into the mainstream programmes of the 
faculty and may provide models for service learning: this means that the programme is no longer seen as ‘just’ an academic 
development programme 

 

 

Case Study 3: Living and Learning in Science: UWC 

Birgit Schreiber from Student Support Services and Prof Vivienne Bozalek from the Centre for Teaching and Learning 
presented the Living and Learning in Science programme at UWC, which their departments continue to support. The theory 
underpinning the programme is that developing communities of learning, that are adapted to the needs of the students, can be 
a valuable way of building student identity, making learning more meaningful and enabling students to develop generic learning 
skills within a discipline-specific context. 

The programme is integrated into the curriculum of the extended learning programme for first year students – it is not simply 
bolted on. The aims of the programme are: 
• to facilitate personal, social and academic adjustment to university 
• to utilise the group contact to mediate adjustment 
• to provide generic skills training and assistance on task-specific issues 
• to provide a space to practice these skills in a trusted environment 
• to provide a safe platform for students to discuss difficulties and collectively find solutions to shared problems 
• to promote early integration into social group(s) connected to academic experience. 

In 2009, 49 students have been enrolled on the programme, forming two groups of 24 and 25 respectively. It starts in the first 
week of the academic year and weekly sessions of one hour each are held. It was acknowledged that this is not enough time, 
but it is at least a start. 

The programme content covers: 
• Mapping learning context 
• Adjustment to Higher Education and UWC 
• Navigating via e-learning 
• Goal setting, time management and prioritising 
• Communication, diversity and cooperative learning 
• Stress management and coping 
• Exam preparation 

Small group interactions provide cohesion, a sense of belonging, trust and universality. The focus is on dealing with the critical 
changes in identity that students experience when they enter a HEI. It helps them to adjust and learn new behaviours – new 
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ways of communicating and interacting with people – and so to build up a strong self-identity, from which other identities, like a 
professional identity, can develop later.  

The formation of a learning community is facilitated by the use of Participatory Action Learning (PAL) techniques, which enable 
the emotional aspects of learning – something that is usually neglected in academic practice. These are group-based, open-
ended, flexible, visual methods used in the learning process, such as mapping, matrix ranking, problem solving and objective 
trees. PAL provides a stimulus for discussion on various issues like gender, stereotyping and diversity and individual, personal 
stories are encouraged. This allows students to open up and start to feel safe, especially within the small group context. Much 
of what is learned is life skills, which students can apply outside the HE context. 

These learning techniques are particularly useful for: 

• Promoting social learning – opportunities to learn about each other, which is important in forming learning communities. 
• Dealing with difference and modelling democratic and respectful interpersonal interactions. 
• Enabling participatory parity – being inclusive of all participants. 
• Enabling reflection – they are good reflective tools. 
• Allowing students to speak in their own language and to learn to feel comfortable expressing themselves in English.  
• Providing a stimulus for discussion. 
• Promoting collaboration between students and the institution/department. 
• As non-threatening, “playful” ways of approaching learning. 
• Students’ adaptability to different contexts and disciplines. 

The facilitator needs to be skilled in the use of these techniques and in dealing with sensitive issues as they arise. Participatory 
Action Learning does not work in a large group, classroom situation. In addition to Participatory Action Learning, e-learning and 
m-learning (using mobile technology such as cellular phones) are also employed to promote communities of learning. M-
learning is particularly useful as an accessible, affordable, flexible medium with which students are familiar. It allows students to 
own the process of their learning and take responsibility for it. Where necessary, students are trained in the use of specific tools 
such as podcasting using MP3 players, Audacity and Wiki by more knowledgeable peers. The challenge is how to use 
techniques like these in other disciplines, such as engineering. 

 

Case Study 4: Sumbandila Scholarship Trust 

Sumbandila recruits Grade 7 learners from deep rural primary schools for the Residential and Outlier programme. Only 
students who fit the financial criteria of a total household income of less than R3000 (225 USD) per month can apply. Once 
children are selected onto the final stage the information regarding the financial status of the family is thoroughly investigated 
by Sumbandila. We select extraordinary children from backgrounds of extreme poverty and offer them a world-class education 
alongside a strong mentorship programme 

Our selection incorporates three phases: 
Phase 1: From roughly 500 applications, 40 students are chosen based on Maths and English tests and financial need. These 
40 students are guaranteed an Outlier Scholarship. 
Phase 2: Of the top 40, 20 are short listed based on further testing in Maths, English, perceptual skills and reading age. 
Final Phase: Of the 20 short listed, 10 (depending on funding) are selected for the Full Residential Programme based on 
additional background investigations, intensive interviews and workshops. The remaining students join the Outlier Programme. 

Our Outlier program offers intense academic and psychosocial support over weekends and holidays to children from outlying 
rural schools. These students are applicants who do not qualify for the full Residential Scholarship, but show great potential. 

Focus group (Internal) 
The first focus group was conducted internally with subject experts, people that work directly with 
students. Focus groups provide insights into how people think and provide a deeper understanding of 
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the phenomena being studied. Participants used different words to express their views on impacts of 
student’s throughput at Universities and TVET’s. Participants shared experiences from high school, 
college and university years. They used various words to describe their experiences. They all agreed 
that support is very important for a student to succeed. In general, participants feel like the expectations 
are different for students coming from rural areas and students coming from the townships to University. 
The transition for students coming from rural areas to University is massive.  

Focus group (External subject experts) 
This focus group was conducted with five different external subject matter expects from three regions. 
These participants were chosen because they provide support for NSFAS funded students so they know 
what drives throughput through their experience in working directly with students. The Rural Education 
Access Programme (REAP) assists students from poor rural areas across all 9 provinces of South 
Africa. REAP provides information, resources and referrals to grade 11 & 12 learners in rural schools 
and calls on state mechanisms such as the National Skills Fund (NSF) and the National Student 
Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) to provide full cost bursaries as well as subsidised student loans. The 
Further Education and Training Institute (FETI) of the University of the Western Cape (UWC) 
undertakes training, development and research unit with a special focus on the TVET college sector.  
Moshal uses a comprehensive programme where they fund accommodation, food allowance and book 
allowance. They have coordinators that assist students in various institutions. They operate with a traffic 
light system where students are assisted according to their flashing lights.  
 
Umthombo selects students from rural areas, from Quantile 1, 2 and 3. They all health sciences 
students, every student meets with a mentor once a month, the process starts in February each year. 
They also have comprehensive financial support that covers everything a student would need. Students 
are held accountable to find every resource the university has for them. The mentors assist in ensuring 
that students understand that they need to address problems early. Students do holiday work in clinics 
from where they were selected from, that’s also the other way students are held accountable. Their 
mentors are trained and given templates of what should they should ask when they meet with the 
students. The responses and feedback from students are recorded. The process works as follows: 

• We identify suitable candidates by means of outreaches to rural schools where we inform pupils of 
health sciences as a career opportunity, as well as by evaluating high school graduates who have 
already obtained a place at a university. 

• Learners who are interested in studying a health science degree are invited to attend the Hospital Open 
Day were they meet various healthcare professionals and learn more about the different professions 
and how a hospital runs. 

• Learners are required to apply to university themselves and in order to be considered for our support 
they need to do one week’s voluntary work at the hospital and attend the selection interviews 

• Once a student becomes part of the programme they receive comprehensive financial support, as well 
as academic- and social mentorship. 

• Once UYDF students graduate we ensure that they obtain positions at local hospitals to allow them to 
honour their work back contracts. 
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• We support graduates with their integration into the hospital working environment, as well as their on-
going professional development31. 

UKZN Student support department provides support to students in Health Sciences in UKZN, their 
first interaction with students is in the orientation week where they are taken through a fist-year-
experience. They use a robot system where students are categorised at various levels of risk using 
colour codes (green, orange and red) that signal the different progression commands (adapted from the 
traffic light system). This three colour academic standing system is implemented university-wide and 
accessible on a central Student Management System (SMS). The SMS system alerts students (and 
support staff) to, firstly, their academic standing status, and secondly, the stipulated action/s to be taken. 
The colour code Green represents good academic standing. What this implies is that the student has 
passed ≥70% of the normal credit load for the semester; and also has passed ≥75% of the credits 
expected, at that point, for regular progression in the chosen degree (for completion in the minimum 
time). At this point, a student is considered not to be ‘at risk’ and no specific action is required. However, 
optional counselling and support are available at the students’ request in order to support the goal of 
passing all modules in the following semester.  
The colour code Orange indicates that the student is ‘at risk’. What this means is that  either s/he has 
passed less than 70% of the normal credit load for that semester; or s/he  has passed less than 75% of 
the credits expected, at that point, for normal progression  in the chosen degree. The action required at 
this point is for the student to follow  compulsory academic counselling and developmental programmes 
in order to make sure that s/he meets the goal of returning to green code status by the end of the 
following semester. However, it is the student’s responsibility to participate in the  required counselling 
and developmental programme and meet the set targets. The colour code Red signifies serious under-
performance, and that the student is ‘at risk’. What this means is that the student’s pass in the normal 
credit load for the semester is below  required minimum progression requirement in the chosen degree. 
The action required of the student is to follow the stipulated and compulsory academic and 
personal/career counselling programmes of support. There is also a set condition that  should the 
student wish to continue with the chosen degree, s/he may do so for one  semester on strict probation. 
Specific and realistic conditions to be met at the end of the  semester (which is normally a minimum load 
of 3 modules in the School of Education)  are set by the university while provision for continued 
academic support is made for the  student.  It is the student’s responsibility to make sure s/he 
participates in the personal/career counselling programmes of support32. 
Peer mentors are then introduced to students, which are senior students that are trained  and have gone 
through the same challenges. They then have wellness mentors that offer emotional psychosocial 
support, they also have a group of academic mentors, these students are senior students that are 
performing well academically, and they focus more on the academic challenges. The content support 
includes group dynamics set up and they create a climate for students to interact to reach a point of 
understanding the content. A survey called SWAT(Student’s Wellness Academic Transformation) is 

                                                
 
 
31 Umthombo Youth Development Foundation. (2017). The process of selection. Accessed on 02 February 2017 
from  at https://www.umthomboyouth.org.za/articles/objective  
32 University of KwaZulu-Natal (2009). Academic Monitoring and Exclusions Policy and Procedures. Accessed on 
the 15 March 2015 from http://www.ukzn.ac.za.  
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used for assessing and flagging high risk students who need support. It is an online student assessment 
done in March and which every first year has to take, the survey covers all aspects of student’s life. The 
survey is then analysed by a research team in the support services unit. 

Focus group (NSFAS graduate interns) 
NSFAS has 9 graduate interns from different fields; these interns are temporary employed by NSFAS to 
give them working experience in their fields of study. Due to the state of the higher education space 
when these focus groups were conducted, the policy and research department could not conduct focus 
groups with students from the institutions that could have made a sample for this study. Therefore a 
focus group was conducted with interns as they are fresh graduates, with fresh experience from 
university. These participants were funded by NSFAS, they have stories to tell and most importantly 
they have succeeded. Hence they relate more to student experiences. 

Findings from the focus groups – Summary  

Figure 3: A word-cloud derived from the NSFAS focus groups 

Analysis of the problem 
Higher education as a sector, and particularly NSFAS as a public entity, understands that the students 
who are funded by NSFAS should be supported in such a way so as to keep the cost per student (and 
therefore the cost to the government) as low as possible.  Poor throughput and higher dropout rates 
impact on the efficiency of the use of NSFAS funds- the longer a student takes to complete his/her 
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qualification, the higher the cost; and if the student does not complete, that funding has not achieved its 
objective, namely the “production of a graduate.  With the new student centred model NSFAS funds the 
whole qualification, supporting the student for the duration of his/her study, which will ensure that 
students do not run out of funds once they have started studying for their first year. In the older model, 
students were not guaranteed their funding each year, as every year was a new application for which 
they needed to compete for limited funding. While the funding remains limited, in the student centred 
model, students are assured of continued funding so long as they continue to progress according to the 
NSFAS criterion.  However, NSFAS needs to ensure that they are not just giving students funds without 
ensuring that students are rightfully supported to succeed with their studies. Student success should be 
considered as broader than just throughput, such as their ability to make a contribution to the 
development of the country. So student success could be also about them discovering what they really 
want to do, even if this entails them dropping out of university. A response to this was that many of 
these drop outs can be prevented if good careers advice and course information is provided before a 
prospective student registers. 
In a report that was released by REAP colloquium held at UWC highlighted the importance of 
Institutional capacity and willingness to change can present obstacles to implementing effective tracking 
and monitoring systems. At-risk students are an international phenomenon in higher education and 
there are therefore international examples of sophisticated tracking and monitoring systems. A pilot 
tracking and monitoring project, commissioned by the CHE, is being tested in certain South African 
HEIs. Much more research in certain areas is required; a critical mass of research is needed for the 
sorts of broad changes that are needed to take place. Data from tracking and monitoring systems in 
HEIs would assist greatly in this regard, as well as in addressing institutions’ strategic development 
needs. 

With increased support and greater equality at schooling, students entering University and TVET 
colleges have significantly greater chances to complete on time for employment. Ensuring that students 
that are funded by NSFAS are supported reduces the number of drop-rates. The increasing rate of 
student access to higher education has resulted in increased concerns within higher institution 
institutions on how to manage their access, progress and throughput support33. 

Recommendations 
Universities need to proactively provide the space and opportunities to encourage social connection on 
campus. Social networking on campus would certainly help disadvantaged students who have limited 
social and cultural capital. Research shows that developing these students’ social connections can be 
an important factor in them becoming successful university students. 
There should be an obligation for NSFAS funded students to participate in students support, and these 
should be selected carefully. 

                                                
 
 
33 Letseka, M. & S. Maile (2008). High University Drop-Out Rates: A Threat to South Africa’s Future. Pretoria: 
Human Sciences Research Council. 
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One cannot intervene without knowing what the issues are to develop a programme to help students. 
Each student has different challenges, and there are certain expectations from us as universities. For 
students who are coming in that first year is very critical and we all know that there are several factor 
factors that impact on student success. Success in our space is not academic only; success is the 
whole student’s development, so the strategy that we have allows us to identify students who will need 
support in the first three months. The success of student’s development is influenced by the societal 
issues, the environmental issues, the outside the class room issues. In 2005, Prof. Africa conducted a 
study of factors influencing students’ success and the findings show that 99% of issues affecting 
students’ success were outside the classroom issues. If you look at how Higher Education is designed 
there’s two parties, we open the door for you and you come “you fail it’s your own fault, if your succeed 
we’ve done something for your to succeed”. The report also covers a list of factors that affect the 
success of a student, contextual factors, which means the schooling background of a student, the 
transition from being taught in your home language to English. The economic factor, which includes 
family finance some students have to send money back home. The university need a structure to 
support students by timeous intervention, timeous resolution. 

Conclusion 
Measuring student throughput is further complicated because students do not follow linear paths 
through higher education. Students may complete one year of a course and then move to a different 
course or to a different institution. While these appear as 'dropouts' in measures of the course or 
institution in question, they may go on to be successful graduates elsewhere . There is also an 
argument that students who complete one or two years of university without graduating still benefit from 
the skills and insights that they have developed during that time and that they should not be considered 
'failures'34.From the literature review conducted for this study, it can be deducted that, compulsory as 
well as voluntary academic support programmes aim to assist under-prepared students and students 
from poorly resourced senior secondary schools cope with university academic work. It is apparent that 
universities do provide a variety of student support programmes and it is up to a student to go seek the 
help they require to be successful in university. However, it should be made compulsory for every 
student through the application process to undergo a robot test to access whether the student is a high 
risk or not. Furthermore NSFAS should work closely with universities that have well established student 
support programmes to compel NSFAS funded students to get the necessary help they need to 
succeed. 

                                                
 
 
34 Council on Higher Education. (2010). Access and throughput in South African higher education: three case 
studies. Accessed on the 02 February 2017 from 
http://www.che.ac.za/sites/default/files/publications/Higher_Education_Monitor_9.pdf 
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ANNEXURE A 
Story 1 35: BDO bursary scheme sees Umlazi student become Chartered Accountant 
A former Umlazi resident who was schooled in Wentworth, has realised his dream to become a 
Chartered Accountant – the first in his family – after receiving a bursary from the Durban office of BDO, 
an international audit, tax and advisory firm.  Following several years of difficult studying, Sanele Nkosi 
(25) has aspirations to reach the highest level in his chosen profession, something that appeared a 
distant dream just a few years ago but is now an achievable goal. 
“It has been a long journey with many obstacles along the way, but with the support of the BDO family, I 
have managed to overcome them,” says Sanele. 
“The hardest challenge I faced was pursuing my Post Graduate Diploma in Accounting.  I had to repeat 
it twice and eventually made it on the third attempt. This motivated me to work even harder, and I am 
sure this tough experience helped me pass the Board exams, which many feel is the hardest test, on my 
first attempt.” 
He obtained his Bachelor of Commerce in Accounting at UKZN’s Westville campus and completed his 
Post Graduate Diploma in Accounting through UNISA in 2013. He started his articles at BDO’s Durban 
office in 2012 and, after successfully writing his Board exams, earned the right to put the initials CA (SA) 
after his name in February this year.  Michelle Cronje, Regional HR Manager and National Equity 
Manager for BDO, said that Sanele was one of three Durban bursary students currently doing their 
articles at the Durban office of BDO and that they planned to award new bursaries every year to 
previously disadvantaged students. 
“We have watched Sanele’s journey with pride as he has gone from a young matriculant to a confident, 
qualified Chartered Accountant. We have high hopes for him and look forward to the next stage of his 
career.” 
“BDO’s bursary scheme, in which the tuition fees of the students are financed, is giving previously 
disadvantaged students the means to spend several years at university while working at the firm. 
Ultimately, we are empowering them to become Chartered Accountants, which will enable them to forge 
a successful professional career and make a meaningful contribution to the local economy.” 
“The BDO bursary has provided me with one of the keys to reach the goals I have set for myself,” 
Sanele continues. 

 

                                                
 
 
35 Accessed from on http://sastudy.co.za/article/when-hard-work-really-pays-off-student-success-story/ 03/01/2017 
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Story 2 36 
 
This is what Patience has to say about ASF: 
“I was one of the privileged learners who received school bursaries from the African Scholars Fund. 
Every June and December I had to produce good academic results in order for me to receive my 
bursary stipend. With the money received, I was able to assist my family and contribute towards the 
buying of full school uniforms and stationery. It was made clear that I have to earn the bursary awards 
by producing good and decent results in both my June and December school reports. Failing to do so 
would mean financial hardship of my own doing, as well as disappoint my family. I therefore did all I 
could to do well in class. Despite the difficult schooling conditions and the challenging political 
environment, which included regular stay-aways, endemic school boycotts, student marches, absent 
teachers & the lack of resources, the African Scholars Fund walked with me throughout my high school 
journey. Looking back, I firmly believe that ASF provided a necessary anchor and support system to my 
young life at a a time of great uncertainty and youthful vulnerability. The constant encouragement 
evident in the letters that ASF sent me was invaluable. I was motivated and determined to do well 
against all odds – I was determined to rise above my circumstances and I decided to hang on to 
education, no matter what was going on around me, because I hoped and believed in a better future.” 
My journey takes a fascinating turn: 
“In 1991, I was the TOP MATRIC STUDENT in the Western Cape. I had excellent matric results. I was 
featured in local newspapers and interviewed on SABC Radio. ASF then facilitates for me to be 
awarded a prestigious scholarship from Smith College in Massachusetts, USA. I traveled, studied and 
lived in the US for five years. I graduated from Smith College in 1996 with a BA degree in Economics. 
ASF motivated me at a young age to aim for better results and have a quest for excellence. I was 
inspired to believe that life offers us great possibilities and the key to our own success lies within us. 
Your environment and where you grew up does not determine your future and how great an individual 
you can be. 
Today I have an MBA degree from Stellenbosch Business School and I am Senior Manager at a 
national public entity. None of this will have been possible without the right and adequate schooling 
foundation, as well as the crucial support I received from ASF in my formative years. Thank you African 
Scholars Fund (I fondly remember Dr. Margaret Elsworth). Thank you to all past and current ASF 
Donors and Trustees. Your contributions and support are transforming lives.” 

 

 
  

                                                
 
 
36 Accessed from http://asf.org.za/2015/12/13/patience-nombeko-mbava-2/ on the 03/01/2017 
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Story 3: Electromechanical Engineer, University Of Cape Town - 2009 
Mr Michael Tladi received a scholarship from Link-SA Trust as well as bursaries from the Cape 
Provincial Administration during his undergraduate studies towards a BSc Electromechanical 
Engineering at UCT. 
A Survivor Michael was abandoned by his single mother when he was five years old and had no 
relatives to take care of him and had to find food wherever he could. He joined a group of other young 
street children in order to survive. The younger boys were taken care of by older gangs of teenagers 
and young men who lived as outlaws. Thus the only way of life known to the little boy was one of 
“survival of the fittest and fastest”. 
Fortunately the younger children were befriended by a group of volunteer charity workers who 
persuaded those kids who were willing to give up a life on the streets to enter a children’s home, and 
attend school, and live decent lives. The organizers of this charity recognized a very bright mind in 
Michael Tladi, and his education was paid for by the charity. Michael matriculated with sufficient points 
to gain him a place at UCT who accepted Michael into the BSc Engineering programme. 
Link-SA gave Michael a scholarship in his second year. His graduation ceremony was an occasion for 
much celebration. The original social worker from the USA who helped Michael to move into a place of 
safety followed his progress over the years via e-mail, and made a point of returning to South Africa for 
Michael’s graduation. The administrative secretary of Link-SA Trust also attended to add support to 
Michael in his finest hour! 
After Graduation Since graduating in 2009, Michael has been working for the Province, supervising air 
conditioning installations at government hospitals in the Western Cape. He is happy and fulfilled in his 
work. 
Selfless Heart Michael works tirelessly in his spare time to help at an orphanage in one of the poorest 
parts of Cape Town. He gives extra lessons to school children, and campaigns against crime in the 
townships. He gives motivational speeches at schools, churches, and mentors inmates of a Cape Town 
prison so they can see that it is possible to turn one’s life around and become a useful and productive 
member of society. People born to poverty don’t need to accept their fate. Glory and reward lies in hard 
work and the determination to succeed. 
In 2012, Michael organized a group of friends and businesses to donate time and goods to build a wing 
onto an existing orphanage in Nyanga, one of the poorest areas of Cape Town. The children have safe, 
clean accommodation which includes a separate study room with computers and desks at which to do 
their homework. A house-mother cooks and cleans for the boys and acts as a parent. The initiative was 
such a success that it has led to further building projects for Cape Town’s orphans. 
What Michael creates is a home environment for these boys, all of whom have been abandoned by their 
parents or orphaned. 
We applaud this selfless young engineer and are proud that Link-SA was able to assist him in achieving 
his goal to make the best of his life and assist his community through his efforts as an unpaid social 
worker, mentor, teacher and provider. 
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Story 4: Patience Nombeko Mbava – Success Story 
Patience Nombeko Mbava was born and bred in Guguletu. Although she started her high school career 
at ID Mkhize High School, she matriculated from Isilimela Comprehensive School in Langa, Cape Town. 
 
“I was one of the privileged learners who received school bursaries from the African Scholars Fund. 
Every June and December I had to produce good academic results in order for me to receive my 
bursary stipend. With the money received, I was able to assist my family and contribute towards the 
buying of full school uniforms and stationery. It was made clear that I have to earn the bursary awards 
by producing good and decent results in both my June and December school reports. Failing to do so 
would mean financial hardship of my own doing, as well as disappoint my family. I therefore did all I 
could to do well in class. Despite the difficult schooling conditions and the challenging political 
environment, which included regular stay-always, endemic school boycotts, student marches, absent 
teachers & the lack of resources, the African Scholars Fund walked with me throughout my high school 
journey. Looking back, I firmly believe that ASF provided a necessary anchor and support system to my 
young life at a a time of great uncertainty and youthful vulnerability. The constant encouragement 
evident in the letters that ASF sent me was invaluable. I was motivated and determined to do well 
against all odds – I was determined to rise above my circumstances and I decided to hang on to 
education, no matter what was going on around me, because I hoped and believed in a better future.” 
 
My journey takes a fascinating turn:  “In 1991, I was the TOP MATRIC STUDENT in the Western 
Cape. I had excellent matric results. I was featured in local newspapers and interviewed on SABC 
Radio. ASF then facilitates for me to be awarded a prestigious scholarship from Smith College in 
Massachusetts, USA. I traveled, studied and lived in the US for five years. I graduated from Smith 
College in 1996 with a BA degree in Economics. ASF motivated me at a young age to aim for better 
results and have a quest for excellence. I was inspired to believe that life offers us great possibilities and 
the key to our own success lies within us. Your environment and where you grew up does not determine 
your future and how great an individual you can be.  Today I have an MBA degree from Stellenbosch 
Business School and I am Senior Manager at a national public entity. None of this will have been 
possible without the right and adequate schooling foundation, as well as the crucial support I received 
from ASF in my formative years. Thank you African Scholars Fund (I fondly remember Dr. Margaret 
Elsworth). Thank you to all past and current ASF Donors and Trustees. Your contributions and support 
are transforming lives.” 
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Story 5” Despite all, Mama I made it 
 
Meet Tintswalo, a 20 year old, management student at Maharishi university. Tintswalo was born and 
raised in Alex. Like any other girl in the township. She was exposed to poverty, teenage pregnancy, 
safety and all the other high risks of Alex.  When Tintswalo was in Grade 11 she found herself 
homeless, after her father kicked out of the house when he discovered she was pregnant. Tintswalo had 
no choice but to go and stay with her boyfriend who was renting a one room shack at that time. She was 
brave enough to continue going to school. After the birth of her daughter she managed to talk to her 
parents and they took her back. When exams were nearby she heard about Afrika Tikkun and came to 
register so she could be able to study after school before going back home to her baby. 
 
She passed Grade 11 and the following year she came back to Afrika Tikkun.  She attended Child and 
Youth Development Programmes as many times as she could every week. It was not easy because 
some days she did not have someone to look after her baby, and she was then forced to go home 
straight after school. Tinyiko showed full commitment to her schooling, and Afrika Tikkun supported her 
all the way. She would come in the afternoon to do her research, and continue reading at home. She 
would borrow books from the library to read when the baby slept at night.  In 2015 she passed her 
matric. Afrika Tikkun advised her to apply to the Maharishi University. She immediately jumped at the 
opportunity and was admitted into their degree programme. 
 
“I cannot thank Afrika Tikkun enough for the chance in life they have given me at no cost. They never 
judged me, they took me as I was, they gave me hope for the future. Today I am a leaner in an 
American university – all thanks to Afrika Tikkun. The support I am getting at Afrika Tikkun has also 
encouraged my parents to support me and make them realise that I can still have a brighter future,” 
says Tinyiko. 
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ANNEXURE B 
Focus Groups - Structure of the session 

 

Welcome (Fiona) Theme for the discussion. 
Introduce Amanda and our roles. 

Individual Question Why do you think you are here and why do you think you’ve been 
chosen? 

Purpose (Fiona) Reflect on the inputs from the individual questions and our view. 
Explain why using a focus group. 

Activity -  On one side of the card, write down one word that you think 
“impacts on student throughput” at university or TVET college. 

Turn-and-talk Share the word that you have written down with your neighbour 
and then, on the flipside of the card, write down one qualifying 
statement for each word on the other side of the paper. 

Group Discussion Share your statements with the group. 

Question 1 Think about your own university, college or school experiences. 
Tell us a story of an experience that you think influenced your 
success or your failure at university/college/school. 

Question 2 If you listen to these stories, what are some of the common 
attributes from all of these stories? 
Write on 2 flipcharts: Success attributes/Failure attributes. 

Question 3 What do you think learners who are entering university/college 
think life will be like when they go to university/college? 

Question 4 Given their concept of what it might be like, what do you think they 
need to be in place to be successful – in other words, to finish 
their qualification in minimum time AND have the skills, knowledge 
and attitudes to enter the workplace? 

Question 5 If you had to design an intervention that would get students 
through university/college, what would be ONE thing that you 
would do? 

Exit ticket Read the story, and answer the multiple choice questions…. 

 



 

Page 33 of 47 

 
 
 

 

FOCUS GROUP REPORT#1 
NSFAS EMPLOYEES 

 

What are the drivers of throughput at TVETS and Universities? 
 
Focus group format: 

1. Summary of the Project 

2. Introduction with list of questions 

3. Participants 

4. Summary of findings within each question results of yes or no questions, and 
 quantitative data. 

 

Participants  

Tsepho Kanye 
Yumna Saban 
Zaib Johnson 
Siphe Matomela 
Monnate Nyoka 
 

Activity: “Impacts on student throughput” at university or TVET College” 

Participants used different words to express their views on impacts of student’s throughput at 
Universities and TVET’s. These were the list of words participants came with: 

• Finance: “Students require finance in order for them to complete their studies; once 
you gain access and financially able you can push yourself further”. 

• Work: “The goal for most young people is to study, get employed, and earn an 
income”, so for this participant it is important for students to be supported to get 
employed after studying. 

• Student education: Building support for our students is crucial, someone to hold their 
hand through their education journey. 
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Question 1: Think about your own university, college or school experiences. Tell us a 
story of an experience that you think influenced your success or your failure at 
university/college/school. 

Participants shared experiences from high school, college and university years. They used 
various words to describe their experiences. They all agreed that support is very important for 
a student to succeed. 
“What kept me focused during my BTech was the support I got from my peers, knowing that 
there is someone who can help you with something that you do not understand” 
“I was privileged to work for a company that gave me an opportunity to further my studies, so I 
was more focused and matured knowing that I needed to pass otherwise I will have to pay back 
the money used to fund me. Due to lack of access to finance and knowledge about financial 
aid, I had to find work after matric to support my family” 
“In high school I got destructed, lost focus and I had low grades. I had to remind myself about 
what I want and what my goals are” 
“I did my high school years in two different schools, the first one was in the township then I 
went  to a multiracial school where the culture to go to a good universities was instilled on us. 
That  helped me to strive for good grades in order for me to go “good universities”, but at that 
time I did not know about NFSAS as result I dropped out and I worked to pay for my studies”. 
“I could not socially fit-in, I preferred to work alone, I ended up not coping and I decided to drop 
out in my third year because the feeling was overwhelming, so the type of person you are also 
impacts on your success in University/ College” 
Question 2: If you listen to these stories, what are some of the common attributes from 
all of these stories? 

• Self-motivation 
• Drive 
• Finance- peace-of-mind 
• Support 
• Social influence and fitting in 

 
Question 3: What do you think learners who are entering university/college think life will 
be like when they go to university/college? 

In general, participants feel like the expectations are different for students coming from rural 
areas and students coming from the townships to University. The transition for students coming 
from rural areas to University is massive. Words that described reality vs expectations included: 

• They come from different backgrounds 
• Transition from rural to urban 
• Issues of identity 
• Socially isolated 



 

Page 35 of 47 

 
 
 

• Adjustments impacts on them very negatively 
• First-in-family (preparedness) 

 
Question 4: Given their concept of what it might be like, what do you think they need to 
be in place to be successful – in other words, to finish their qualification in minimum 
time AND have the skills, knowledge and attitudes to enter the workplace? 
The one resounding complaint across the group is that NSFAS is not visible, students do not 
have sufficient knowledge about NSFAS and how it works. High schools also have a vital role 
to play in helping learners choose subjects that will guarantee them employment. Learners 
need to be prepared from an early age, through school culture, influences and guidance from 
the teachers about choice of institution and course. There is a need for partnership between 
schools with proper systems, NGO’s and NFSAS to improve support for students and to help 
students to succeed at university. 
Question 5: If you had to design an intervention that would get students through 
university/college, what would be ONE thing that you would do? 
Participants expressed positively that NSFAS must strengthen the relationship with NGO 
partnerships 

• A system is place where NSFAS funded student progress in monitored year by year. 
• Conversation between NSFAS and stakeholders  
• NSFAS needs to be visible and be there for our funded students in the beginning of 

their journey. 
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FOCUS GROUP 

WESTERN CAPE REGION #2 

Participants 

• Kanyisa Diamond 
• Glenda Glerer 
• Penny Morell 
• Jenny Martin 

Which students need support? 

• Those students who are academically accepted/admitted in Public Higher Education 
institutions 

• Students that  are coming from Quantile 1,2,3 and 4 schools (no fee schools) 
• Students from rural areas and disadvantaged backgrounds 
• Those students who are the first-generation to go to university 
• Older students psychologically struggle than fresh from high school students  
• Older students struggle to get their mind back to the thinking space therefore REAP 

does not accept students who have been out of school for 2 years. 
• Sometimes it is those students who are too embarrassed to put their hands up, and 

admit that they are in distress 
• Students in certain qualification/fields need less support than others, because other 

courses have built-in support 
 

Factors that drive/and or hinder throughput of students  

• Distance from home, and being in an unfamiliar environment gives some students 
distress and it impacts their success in university especially in their first year 

• The transition from rural to the institution 
• Not fitting in culturally and socially 
• The kind of support they get even from their lectures can contribute to their success  
• Being academically monitored,  but monitoring needs a lot of resources to be done 

well 
• The other problem is that there is no compelling message that students should join 

NGO’s that provide support therefore it not compulsory even though they need the 
support 

• A first generation student does not know what is happening at university so students 
need to be sensitized about what to expect at university and that its okay to look for 
help 
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• Timing is very important when working with students, so If one wants to work with 
students in a wrong time then it’s just a waste of time, so the question is when do you 
start engaging with them to try to bring them in getting support? 

• There is a poor correlation between school and university. The gap is too big 
especially for students from disadvantaged communities, it then becomes a burden for 
students who carry aspirations from the communities 

• Students need a support system especially first year students, they need guidance 
from tutors and mentors, because there is a lot going on for them, they are still trying 
to find themselves and they are taking advantage of their independence in a wrong 
way. 

• There is a stigma attached with being funded by NSFAS 
• Poor selection of qualifications also impacts the success rate of students in higher 

education 
Is there a difference between students who stay at residence as opposed to the ones 
staying at home? 

• Residential students are more likely to succeed because of the proximity of the 
campus and the support they get from other peers within the res. 

• Sometimes students send their allowance money home because they become 
distressed when they cannot help 

• Students staying in res have access to go to the library till late rather than  going home 
late and travelling 

 
What works for students to help them identify their strengths and weaknesses? 

• What will be useful is integrating support with funding by compelling students to get 
support to succeed  

• Peer lead supports have also proven to be very valuable for students success  
Advice the minister how to get students through-in-and out 

• Penny: “The subsidy for funding should include funding for support and universities 
should be given incentives for throughput” 

• Glenda: “Obligation for NSFAS funded students to participate in students support, and 
please select your NSFAS students carefully”  
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FOCUS GROUP REPORT #3 

NSFAS INTERNS 
Participants  

• Patuxolo Mfazwe 
• Nolukanyo Mgweba 
• Sibongile Kelembe 
• Amanda Miselo 
• Vuyelwa Majija 
• Mamosa Moloi 

Why the interns? 

• Interns are still fresh and they know the challenges faced by students 
• They also have stories, we were funded and we succeeded 
• And they relate more to student experiences 

What impacts on student’s throughput? 

• Pressure: Students struggle to get used to the new environment therefore most 
students tend to lose focus.  

• Focus: That leads to students not meeting or fulfilling their goals for studying   
• Support: If you do not get support from your family and your peers it’s hard to succeed  
• Lack of information: Most students do not know about the resources available for them 

to succeed in university or college 
• Uncertainty: Students spend so much time doing wrong courses and if you are 

uncertain you lose focus  
• Support: Career choice support and financial support is important for students to 

prosper 
 

Own experience that helped you on your journey as a student 

• “The financial support I got helped me a lot, and also the support I got from my 
teachers played a big role to get through university” 

• “Family support, played a big part in my success as a student because I did not get 
funding in my third year and my mom was there to support me and paid for my fees” 

• “Because of lack of information it took long for me to get my qualification and when I 
got to university I did not know that NSFAS is a loan I thought it was a bursary, there 
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was a module that I struggled with, so associating myself with people who studied the 
same course helped me to pass the module that I was struggling with” 

• “The influence of friends almost costed me, I had to change my circle of friends on my 
first year otherwise I would not have made it; my cousin also helped me because he 
was a third year student” 

• “’For me because of lack of information I submitted wrong documents for my NSFAS 
application and I spent most of my orientation time in financial aid offices so I missed 
out in orientation week” 

• “I got information and support of where to study and which course to choose from my 
Grade 12 teachers. The orientation week also helped me in knowing places where I 
can get help when I was struggling academically”.  
 

Attributes  

• Support helps build confidence 
• Not being able to find information  
• Lack of focus 
• Determination: to find the answers to help you succeed  

 

What difficulties when you got to university 

• Issue of language: “The transition of being taught in Xhosa and getting to university 
where everything is in English was a big challenge for me, because you even lack 
courage to ask questions in class” 

• Having to use a computer and do your assignment using internet was also a challenge 
for me because we are not exposed to technology in our schools.  

• Lectures do not care about students, more support from lectures can improve the 
throughput rate of students 

Advice to the minister 

• Everyone should have the same facilities and resources to help students to succeed  
• A bridging course can be offered for students from previously disadvantaged  

backgrounds to bridge the gap of school to university and be able to adjust before 
starting the actual course  
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FOCUS GROUP #4 

DURBAN REGION 

Participants 
• Gavin McGregor 
• Mandy Waller 
• Saloschini Pillay 
• Winnie 

What do you do in your spaces? 
• Marshall- Use a comprehensive programme where they fund accommodation, food 

allowance and book allowance. They have coordinators that assist students in various 
institutions. They operate with a traffic light system where students are assisted 
according to their flashing lights.  

• Umthombo- They selects students from rural areas, from Quantile 1, 2 and 3. They all 
health sciences students, every student meets with a mentor once a month, the 
process starts in February each year. They also have comprehensive financial support 
that covers everything a student would need. Students are held accountable to find 
every resource the university has for them. The mentors assist in ensuring that 
students understand that they need to address problems early. Students do holiday 
work in clinics from where they were selected from, that’s also the other way students 
are held accountable. Their mentors are trained and given templates of what should 
they should ask when they meet with the students. The responses and feedback from 
students are recorded. 

• UKZN Student support department- The department provides support to students in 
Health Sciences in UKZN, their first interaction with students is in the orientation week 
and they are taken through a fist-year-experience. Peer mentors are then introduced 
to students, which are senior students that are trained and have gone through the 
same challenges. They then have wellness mentors that offer emotional psychosocial 
support, they also have a group of academic mentors, these students are senior 
students that are performing well academically, and they focus more on the academic 
challenges. The content support includes group dynamics set up and they create a 
climate for students to interact to reach a point of understanding the content. A survey 
called SWAT is used for assessing and flagging high risk students who need support. 
SWAT stands for Student’s Wellness Academic Transformation. It is an online student 
assessment done in March and which every first year has to take, the survey covers all 
aspects of student’s life. The survey is then analysed by a research team in the 
support services unit. 
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What makes some students pass and what makes them fail, without the element of 
finance? 

• Gavin: If students have a sense that there will be challenges and they understand 
where they can get support, they are then responsible to access that support. The 
university has full  support but no one will go over your shoulder 

• Winnie: In response to what Gavin is saying “that is so true but it’s a huge mind set, a 
shift of mind set, students do not understand what a huge transition university is until 
they are into the problem, they do not realise the reality until it hits them” 

• Saloashini: You cannot intervene without knowing what the issues are, in order to 
develop a programme to help students. Each student has different challenges, and 
there are certain expectations from us as universities. For students who are coming in 
that first year is very critical and we all know that there are several factor factors that 
impact on student success. Success in our space is not academic only; success is the 
whole student’s development, so the strategy that we have allows us to identify 
students who will need support in the first three months. The success of student’s 
development is influenced by the societal issues, the environmental issues, the 
outside the class room issues. In 2005, Prof. Africa conducted a study of factors 
influencing students’ success and the findings show that 99% of issues affecting 
students’ success were outside the classroom issues. If you look at how Higher 
Education is designed there’s two parties, we open the door for you and you come 
“you fail it’s your own fault, if your succeed we’ve done something for your to succeed”. 
The report also covers a list of factors that affect the success of a student, contextual 
factors, which means the schooling background of a student, the transition from being 
taught in your home language to English. The economic factor, which includes family 
finance some students have to send money back home. The university need a 
structure to support students by timeous intervention, timeous resolution. 

 
How do you identify which students to support? 

• National Benchmark 
• Robot system 
• SWAT 

How do you get students to self-regulate? 
• You have to teach them how and train them  
• Be constant and remind them  
• It differs from student to student and it relies on self-values  
• Emotional competence and intelligence 

 
Can you differentiate which students need more support? 

• The needs alter according to the level of students 
• Second year students have more relationship problems while first year still struggle 

with the transition challenges  
• Every institution must have a compulsory first year experience as part of transitional 

support 
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• Extended orientation January-December to help with transition 
• They cope better academically in their third year and fourth year 

 
The skills programme is also crucial because we cannot assume that every student has that 
skill. Looking for help has always been associated with being stupid therefore we need to 
change the stigma and say if you are looking for help you are clever and you will find solution.  
What would you advice the minister to support our students better? 

• The curriculum must be reviewed (a generic first year curriculum across faculties for 
first year experience where students are taught how to think critically)  

• The solution must come from a student. Reflect and transform. For both lectures and 
students 

• The approach of teaching must be different  
• Peer support: Students like to see familiar faces  
• Encourage senior students to adopt a junior student, and that can form a part of co 

curriculum 
• Mentors also grow immensely from experience they get in mentoring junior students 
• Marshall uses a “buddy family” system where first years build relationships with senior 

students and they chat with them on social networks to give them advice through their 
first year 

• Repositioning and reprioritising student support must be in the centre of higher 
education and as equal partners 

• Failure linked to subsidy impact 
• Student support must be seen as an important factor in students success 
• Integrate student support to the university curriculum 
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FOCUS GROUP #6 

JOHANNESBURG REGION  

 
Participants 
• Dr Andre Van Zyl 
• Ashelene Naidoo 
• Sibusiso  
• Nthatho Selebi 
• Murray Hofmeyr 
• Norman 
 
 
How to identify what the student needs to succeed? 
 
• A study that was undertaken by the Stellenbosch University shows that our schooling 

system underserves many of our students; this study looks at how our institutions can 
be intentionally inviting. It looks at four levels; first one is intentionally disinviting which 
means a lecture would come and say saying half of the class is going to fail and the 
other half is going to succeed. Then there is un-intentionally disinviting, where you get 
things wrong by accident you’ve got the right heart but you do things that are 
unintentionally disinviting to students. Then you can be unintentionally inviting, which 
means getting it right by accident. And you can be intentionally inviting which refers to 
understanding your students and finding ways to connect to students. The problem is 
institutions are still operating on the old model even though the number of students 
coming in has doubled. As a result many students literally run to the institutions and 
they get getting hit flat by the system. 

• Students do not get social support from institutions because they do not work with the 
student support system. 

• Thuthuka gives students skills that will equip them to get through the requisites they do 
not have when they get to university. Universities refuse to look at the changing 
student population because they still have the same old model of what a student 
coming to university must have, what demographics and what socio economic 
background.  

• The system discriminates against students, there is no equality. The system assumes 
which student is going to succeed and which one is not going to succeed. The 
important aspect is creating equal chance of access. 

• Most students do not know what to expect because they are the first generation 
students, so the least the system could do is to create an environment that makes it 
easier for them to succeed irrespective of their background 
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How can we identify which students need help? 
 
• The first thing we need to realise is that these are literate students, who have been A 

students at school, and when they fail in university they feel embarrassed and they do 
not know how to ask for help. That is why there is high rate in suicides in our 
campuses. It’s time to tell those students it’s okay to ask for help. 

• It is crucial for students to take urgency and ask for help early  
 
What elements that should give students urgency? 
 
• The institutions should have a database that will identify student’s geographical 

background (profiling) 
• There are 3 groups of students; the ones who pay for their own fees, the ones who get 

funded by NSFAS and the missing middle students, it’s evident that the NSFAS 
funded students academically perform better than others.  

• What’s important is for institutions to have a welcoming culture for students 
• We need to assume that everyone needs help, and we instil a culture that “someone 

has your back” for our students 
• Basic education needs to be a starting point to prepare students for university 
• It might be difficult to offer help to 10 000 students because there is no capacity but 

again one can ask “is a 3 year- year qualification adequate given the context of our 
basic education system”- so its important to profile students to determine how many 
years they need to excel. 

• Institutions have to be intentionally inviting to encourage the kind of “stepping up” we 
need our students to do. 

 
 
What makes a university intentionally inviting? 
 
• “Firstly there are universities that refuse to be intentionally inviting and the curriculum 

space is a massive problem” 
• “Institutions need to become more self- aware” 
• ‘We need to know our students, we have a great profiling system that we do not even 

use’ 
• Academic staff is not on board, to a situation of social justice 
• Study Trust has developed a RAPID Model 
1. Resilience 
2. Alienation 
3. Personal leadership 
4. Intellectual pressure 
5. Drive-purpose 
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• Advisory support- where students get peer to peer support, the technology aspect can 
be incorporated to support students’ throughput  

• Once students get their first support then it’s easier for them to get resources for 
themselves 
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