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Abstract 

 

Literature exploring the academic performance of students shows that undergraduate students 

experience socioeconomic, psychological, and environmental challenges. A plethora of factors, 

such as a student’s socioeconomic status, can have a significant impact on their academic 

performance. Few studies, however, focus on the impact of psychosocial factors on the 

academic performance of students. To highlight the impact of psychosocial factors, such as 

factors that assist or hinder students academically, a study was conducted using a qualitative, 

exploratory research design. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems framework was employed 

to allow for the exploration of how students’ interactions with various environments influences 

their decisions and their academic performance. Semi-structured online interviews were 

conducted with first- and second-year university students. The study was approved by the 

Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee at the University of The Western 

Cape and permission to conduct the study with students at the University of the Western Cape 

was given by the Registrar. Interview transcripts were analysed thematically, and the study 

found that there are various internal and external factors that impact students’ academic 

engagement and performance. Furthermore, participants highlight the various strategies used 

to navigate through their first-year journey at university. This study further highlighted the 

impact of external events, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, on the university experience of 

students. The research intends to contribute significantly towards a more comprehensive 

understanding regarding university students’ need for academic and social support. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1. Background  

 The onset of university is a period of great change for a student (Collie et al., 2017). It 

requires students to navigate their way within a new learning environment, while also 

establishing and adjusting to their new identity as a university student (Briggs et al., 2012; 

Collie et al., 2017; Daniels et al., 2019). With this transition, comes an increase in responsibility 

and autonomy. Daniels et al. (2019) state that university students can be categorised as 

emerging adults transitioning from adolescence into adulthood. This means that they may not 

be completely autonomous and responsible, thus requiring assistance and support during their 

transition into university (Daniels et al., 2019).  

 The first-year experience at university often determines whether a student completes or 

terminates their studies in subsequent years (Daniels et al., 2019). A student’s transition to 

university sets the tone and plays a significant role in their academic performance (Collie et 

al., 2017). However, the transition from high school to university is one characterised by fear, 

anxiety, expectation, and stress (Sharma, 2012). Therefore, as argued by Ayala and Manzano 

(2018), this transition poses the greatest challenge for first-year students since it requires 

learning time management skills and coping with new academic challenges. Furthermore, 

university adjustment is influenced by an array of factors, such as making new friends, 

familiarising, and integrating oneself into the campus environment, and living apart from 

family members and friends (Manuabuchi & Gladys, 2017; Morton et al., 2014; Nel et al., 

2016).  

A student’s academic performance at university is dependent on their successful 

adaptation to the university environment and the quality of effort that they put in towards 

academic activities. Ayala and Manzano (2018) state that academic performance is 

characterised by dedication, absorption, and vigour. Vigour refers to the student’s willingness 
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to persevere in their efforts when faced with difficulties relating to their academics, while 

dedication refers to their sense of enthusiasm towards their academics, and absorption refers to 

the student’s complete immersion in their studies (Ayala & Manzano, 2018). Win and Miller 

(2005) argue that academic performance is comprised of two sets of factors: 1) the origin of 

the individual, which includes a combination of socio-economic elements and the student’s 

ability, and 2) the school that the student attended. 

 As a result of its multifaceted nature, it has been found that graduation from secondary 

education does not adequately prepare students for adjustment to university (Mudhovozi, 

2012). According to Madnani and Pradhan (2015), 10%-30% of students experience academic 

stress, which can negatively affect their academic performance and psychosocial adjustment. 

Collie et al. (2017) add that there are various factors and processes identified within literature 

that predict a student’s academic engagement, which directly impacts their academic 

performance. Excelling academically is often the top priority for first-year university students 

as it can determine their future. Yet, many first-year students face a multitude of language, 

financial, or social support related problems (Kolo et al., 2017). Studies conducted by Sommer 

and Dumont (2011) and Sommer (2013) report that universities in South Africa have been 

successful in reaching and creating equality in terms of access into university, but its graduate 

output indicates high failure, dropout, and lower graduation rates. Daniels et al. (2019) further 

adds that many South African students experience additional stress during their adjustment to 

university due to poverty and a lack of resources. Therefore, student performance is influenced 

by socio-economic, psychological, and environmental factors (Rajandran et al., 2016). 

 Psychosocial factors can be defined as the influence that psychological and social 

factors have on the behaviour, well-being, and academic performance of an individual (Kolo 

et al., 2017). Psychosocial factors have proven to be influential and highly predictive in the 

case of postsecondary academic success (Fong et al., 2017). They can have a great influence 
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on the well-being of students, how university students adjust, and how they perform 

academically (Sommer, 2013; Thomas & Borrayo, 2016). Based on the literature, psychosocial 

factors include emotional support, academic support, financial status/socioeconomic status, 

and self-efficacy. Thomas and Borrayo (2016) add that psychosocial factors can also include 

social support, perceived health status, and coping skills, which all influence the academic life 

of students. For example, a student that receives social support from family members and 

friends may feel less stressed and healthier, which assists them when engaging academically, 

thereby positively affecting their academic performance. A student who does not receive any 

family or social support may feel overwhelmed, which could adversely impact their health 

resulting in missing classes or performing poorly on examinations.  

 

1.2. Problem Statement 

 Despite the importance of acknowledging the determinants impacting university 

student academic performance, very few academic studies focus on this topic (Win & Miller, 

2005). Similarly, there are very few studies that focus on the impact of psychosocial factors on 

the performance of undergraduate students (Kayis & Ceyhan, 2015). Thomas and Borrayo 

(2016) further state that, although psychosocial factors have been known to be independently 

related to stress, academic performance, and health, the interrelationship between these factors 

is not well understood.  

 Studies show that 50% of students who enrol at higher education institutions in South 

Africa drop out within the first three years, while 30% drop out in the first year (Nel et al., 

2016; Sommer & Dumont, 2011). However, recently it has been averaged that 50% of students 

drop out of university within the first year, indicating a significant increase (Daniels et al., 

2019). According to Garg et al. (2016), not only do these students have to deal with academic 

demands, but they also need to adjust to a new environment. Research pertaining to South 
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African university students indicates that they experience high levels of psychosocial 

vulnerability, which directly impacts their academic success (van Breda, 2017). Fong et al. 

(2017) posits that, although it is necessary to identify background and environmental factors, 

it is equally important to identify cognitive, motivational, and behavioural variables that affect 

access, success, and retention at university. 

 The higher education system in South Africa has been described as one that is in 

transition, constantly changing and improving to accommodate all South Africans and ensure 

equitable access for all (Malope, 2016). However, it has been shown that disadvantaged 

educational backgrounds impact the performance of South African university students 

(Malope, 2016). Yet, there are minimal studies exploring the impact of psychosocial factors or 

the psychosocial vulnerability of students in South Africa (Sommer, 2013; Van Breda, 2017). 

This lack of research supports the need to fill the gap that possibly exists within research.  

According to Malope (2016), studies have shown that cognitive abilities play minor 

roles in academic success at university, while psychosocial factors such as the family 

environment, educational background, and the social/occupational status of parents play a more 

defining role. The challenges that students experience may hinder them from progressing, 

which ultimately may result in them dropping out or performing poorly. This calls for further 

exploration into the nature of these psychosocial factors and how they impact the academic 

performance of students. Only once these factors are better known and understood can 

institutions address them.  

 

1.3. Rationale 

 The literature advances several arguments, which underscore the need for this study. 

Exploring the impact of psychosocial factors on the academic performance of students can help 

to discern which factors positively impact them (Richardson et al., 2012). These factors are 
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likely to result in an increase of students’ chances of graduating and provide them the 

opportunity to increase their quality of life. In addition, factors which negatively affect students 

and hinder them from achieving their academic goals, also need to be investigated (Lekena & 

Bayaga, 2018). Doing so will contribute to the foundation of knowledge on contributing factors 

related to academic failure and academic success and could result in additional resources, such 

as institutional and academic support, being made available to those who require it. 

 

1.4. Research Question 

The research question for this study was: “What is the impact of psychosocial factors 

on the academic performance of undergraduate students at a South African university?” 

 

1.5. Aim of the Study  

The aim of this research study was to explore the impact of negative and positive 

psychosocial factors on the academic performance of first year students at a South African 

university. 

 

1.6. Research Objectives  

The objectives of this study were: 

1. To explore the psychosocial factors that impact academic performance of 

undergraduate students. 

2. To investigate the psychosocial factors that assist undergraduate students in performing 

well at university. 

3. To explore the psychosocial factors that hinder undergraduate students from reaching 

their academic goals.  
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4. To explore gaps in the existing research, with regards to the academic performance of 

undergraduate students. 

 

1.7. Thesis Outline  

 Chapter one outlined the background, problem statement, rationale, research question, 

aim, and objectives of the present study. Chapter two outlines the theoretical framework of this 

study, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, and will demonstrate the impact that 

psychosocial factors may have on students’ academic experiences within the first year of 

university. Chapter three presents a review of the literature, which commences with an 

exploration of psychosocial factors. Chapter four outlines the methodology and processes 

followed in conducting the study, as informed by the ecological approach. Chapter five presents 

the findings of the study and the interpretation thereof. Finally, Chapter six outlines a summary 

of the key findings and includes a discussion on the methodological limitations of this study 

and proposes recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review  

 

2.1. Introduction 

 This chapter focuses primarily on the literature regarding psychosocial factors and its 

impact on academic performance. Literature shows that psychosocial factors can greatly impact 

students’ adjustment and performance within the university environment. This chapter begins 

by providing a definition of undergraduate students at university and explores their experience 

entering the university setting. Following this, the common psychosocial factors highlighted 

by various studies will be discussed, including the extent of their impact on the academic 

performance of first- and second-year university students. Lastly, this chapter will discuss the 

theoretical framework within which this study is embedded, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Systems Theory. The theory proposes that an individual’s development is the product of five 

environmental systems, including the micro-, meso-, exo-, macro-, and chronosystem. The 

ecological approach allowed for the investigation of relationships and the analysis of the effects 

of environmental factors on development (Leonard, 2011; Ettekal & Mahoney, 2017). 

 

2.2. Undergraduate Students  

 According to Kuh et al. (2008), an undergraduate student can be understood as an 

entering student studying for their first degree. The first-year university experience is well 

documented within literature due to its importance for student retention, achievement, and 

satisfaction (Meehan & Howells, 2018). Many students arriving at university for the first time 

are not fully prepared for this new experience. Students who do not complete their first year of 

university often state that a poor transition from high school to university contributed to the 

academic failure (Allan et al., 2014).  

 The transition from high school to university is described as a “culture shock” (Sharma, 

2012, p. 32), since the student must relearn ideas and integrate themselves into a new 
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environment, while attending to the new demands that they are faced with. Meehan and 

Howells (2018) add that students often find it difficult to transition as they may feel lost and 

out of place. According to Kotzé and Kleynhans (2013), transition-related issues from high 

school to university can be divided into four categories: namely, academic, social, socio-

economic/financial, and cultural. Academic transition problems are comprised of issues such 

as unrealistic academic expectations and a shortage of academic skills (Kotzé & Kleynhans, 

2013). Social issues include integration difficulties, including the absence of social and parental 

support (Kotzé & Kleynhans, 2013). Socio-economic or financial matters often hinder the 

integration of students since they are unable to participate fully in social activities that cost 

money on campus (Kotzé & Kleynhans, 2013). Lastly, cultural issues are linked to differences 

between minority groups and diversity. Nell (2008) and Wilson-Strydom (2010), as cited in 

Kotzé and Kleynhans (2013), state that this may be due to South Africa’s racially divided 

history.   

 As mentioned, students must establish and adjust to their new identity as a university 

student (Briggs et al., 2012; Collie et al., 2017; Daniels et al., 2019). According to Beharu 

(2018), the first-year level is the most critical period as it is difficult for students to adjust while 

also familiarising themselves with new processes of teaching and learning.  Thus, the success 

of adjusting and feeling secure leads to students feeling that they belong in the university 

environment, which ultimately affects their performance and their experience. Research has 

shown that one in every three students will drop out of university by the end of their first year 

and 20-30% experience difficulties adjusting (McGhie, 2012; Rajandran et al., 2015; van Rooij 

et al., 2018).  

 Students often experience psychosocial vulnerability and academic stress related to 

being unable to cope with the academic workload, which negatively affects their performance 

(van Breda, 2017). As a result, first-year students’ successful transition from high school to 
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university has become a great concern as first year dropout rates are globally high (Araque et 

al., 2009; Casanova et al., 2018; McGhie, 2012; Paura & Arhipova, 2014; van Rooij et al., 

2018). This highlights the importance of exploring the psychosocial factors that may impact 

the academic performance of undergraduate students. 

 

 

2.3. Psychosocial Factors and Academic Performance  

 According to Ali et al. (2013), the learning performance and academic gain of students 

is impacted by a multitude of factors, such as gender, age, school background, and parental 

socioeconomic status. Consequently, many students experience challenges that pose a threat to 

their performance and development within the university environment. Sommer and Dumont 

(2011) state that most students within the higher education system drop out within the first 

three years of study at university. This indicates that undergraduate students, and especially 

first-year students, are most affected by these factors. Tinto (1987) and Hassel and Ridout 

(2018) posits that students who drop out of university early on in their academic career often 

do so because of their inability to successfully adjust to the academic and social lifestyle of the 

university. This further indicates that entering students are the most vulnerable group within 

the university context.  

 The following section explores the various psychosocial factors highlighted in the 

literature that may impact the academic performance of students at university. 

2.3.1. Adjustment 

 Various definitions have been given for the concept of ‘adjustment’. Studies done by 

Mudhovozi (2012) and Esmael et al. (2018) broadly define adjustment as a psychological 

concept pertaining to the behaviour that allows individuals to meet a new environment’s 

demands. It is also the process of adapting to something new, such as a new environment 

(Malope, 2016). Sharma (2012) offers another definition, which asserts that adjustment to a 
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higher education institution involves experiencing differing demands, not only in academics 

but also attributed to social changes. Adjustment adds to the psychosocial development and 

overall satisfaction of students within their new environment (Nel et al., 2016). Furthermore, 

according to Collie et al. (2017), adjustment occurs cognitively, behaviourally, and 

emotionally. Cognitive adjustment relates to the modification of one’s thoughts, while 

behavioural adjustment refers to the modification of one’s actions, and emotional adjustment 

describes the modification of an individual’s responses to changing, unexpected, or new 

situations (Collie et al., 2017). 

 Esmael et al. (2018) argues that students who do not successfully adjust tend to not 

perform well academically and in university overall. Malope (2016) adds to this notion by 

stating that research has shown that students who come from disadvantaged backgrounds are 

the most vulnerable when it comes to adjusting during the transition into university. This is due 

to the university environment being vastly different from the environments that they are 

accustomed to (Malope, 2016).  

According to Clinciu (2013), four categories of problems lead to weak adaptation. 

These are academic problems or challenges, health problems, financial issues, and social and 

personal problems. All these factors, whether on their own or in combination with other factors, 

lead to severe adjustment problems, resulting in students being unable to complete their studies. 

Other common factors, such as being away from family and friends, adjusting to classes, and 

handling the new workload can also lead to adjustment difficulties (Esmael et al., 2018).  

Research shows that self-esteem, social support, and emotional intelligence are 

predictors of successful adjustment to university. (Salami, 2011). In contrast, constructs such 

as anxiety, depression, vulnerability to stress, as well as anger and mental illness can all result 

in negative or unsuccessful adjustment (Clinciu, 2013). Sommer and Dumont’s (2011) study 

at a South African university was conducted with the aim of testing a model, which proposed 
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that certain highlighted psychosocial factors predict academic performance and adjustment. 

The results of the study showed that adjustment to university heavily impacted the relationship 

between psychosocial factors and academic performance. A similar study conducted at a 

Canadian university with 115 first-year undergraduate students found that the transition to 

university required both emotional and academic adjustment (Friedlander et al., 2007).  

 Since students are required to perform academically well, they may be required to be 

academically independent while also coping with the new workload and keeping up with other 

students (Mudhovozi, 2012; Sharma, 2012; Sommer & Dumont, 2011). This determines how 

well students deal with new educational demands as adjustment to university is positively 

linked to problem-solving, which is also necessary for achieving academic success (Malope, 

2016). Thus, adjustment is the product of how well students can function while under pressure 

and their use of their own problem-solving skills.  

2.3.2. Self-efficacy  

 There is often confusion between the meaning of the terms self-confidence and self-

efficacy (Michael et al., 2012). Self-confidence is a more general term, while self-efficacy is 

deemed more specific as it adds a degree of attainment to one’s beliefs about one’s abilities 

(Michael et al., 2012). An example is used by Michael et al. (2012) where the statement “I am 

good with computers” indicates self-confidence, whereas the statement “I can use software to 

create a train” shows self-efficacy given that there is a level of attainment (i.e., the creation of 

a train). Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief regarding their abilities to perform efficiently 

and complete tasks that positively influence their behaviour (Beharu, 2018; Kolo et al., 2017; 

Lindstrøm & Sharma, 2011; Morton et al., 2014). Self-efficacy not only determines what 

Bandura (1993) refers to as an individual’s belief in their ability to control their own behaviour 

and other events, which plays an influential role, but has also been found to impact and 

influence academic achievement (Chemers et al., 2001; Hasan et al., 2014).  
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 Self-efficacy can fluctuate under varying circumstances and can change over periods 

of time (Hasan et al., 2014). It is often reflective of a person’s use of various learning 

techniques, their ability to resist distractions, and their capability to complete schoolwork while 

also participating academically (Hasan et al., 2014). In relation to academic performance, self-

efficacy is crucial as some students may believe that they possess the necessary capabilities 

needed to excel academically, while others may not (Morton et al., 2014). Individuals who 

have a strong sense of self-efficacy experience an enhancement in their accomplishments and 

their well-being (Bandura, 1994). They are also more optimistic and positive as opposed to 

students with low levels of self-efficacy (Chemers et al., 2001). Van Dinther et al. (2011) state 

that, within recent years, self-efficacy as a construct has been gaining more attention in 

educational research, because self-efficacy influences the academic achievement of students 

(Hasan et al., 2014).   

 According to Meral et al (2012), students receive information to evaluate their level of 

self-efficacy from their own actual performance, indirect experiences, the verbal persuasions 

they receive from others, and their physiological reactions. A study conducted by Richardson 

et al. (2012) found that students who believed that they possessed the skill and abilities to 

succeed performed better than those with lower efficacy expectancies. Students with a high 

self-efficacy may put more effort into academic tasks and would complete them due to their 

commitment (Bandura, 1993, 2006; van Dinther et al., 2011). Those who possess the ability to 

develop self-learning techniques and can initiate study activities themselves are more likely to 

achieve better academically than non-self-regulated students (Hasan et al., 2014). Similarly, 

students with low self-efficacy may not complete tasks or perform well academically as they 

may be uncertain of their capabilities (Bandura, 1994; Hasan et al., 2014). Those with a high 

sense of efficacy visualise success scenarios that positively influence their performance, while 

those who doubt their efficacy visualise failure scenarios (Bandura, 1993; Kolo et al., 2017).  
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 Chemers et al. (2001) state that more attention should be given to academic self-

efficacy given that it is an important determinant of a student’s transition from high school to 

university. Academic self-efficacy is linked to an individual’s confidence in their ability to 

master academic subjects (Chemers et al., 2001). These subjects produce grades, which reflect 

a student’s academic performance. Thus, it is essential that importance is placed on the self-

efficacy and academic self-efficacy of undergraduate students, since those who possess a 

higher level of academic self-efficacy are better able to monitor their time and make use of 

strategies which can improve their overall academic performance.  

2.3.3. Self-esteem  

While self-efficacy refers to an individual’s perception of their abilities, self-esteem 

refers to an individual’s self-worth (Richardson et al., 2012). It is defined as the total sum of 

conscious evaluative thoughts, which reflect a person’s emotional placement of themselves 

(Rosli et al., 2012). This placement can either be positive (referred to as high self-esteem) and 

can lead to feelings of happiness and satisfaction, or it can be negative (referred to as low self-

esteem) and potentially lead to depression (Rosli et al., 2012). Coopersmith (1967, 1968) states 

that there are four factors needed for the development of self-esteem. These include the 

treatment and acceptance from significant others, an individual’s past successes, the values and 

aspirations which impact a person’s experiences, and an individuals’ response to devaluation 

(D’Mello et al., 2018). 

According to D’Mello et al. (2018), Maslow’s hierarchy of needs shows that the 

satisfaction of self-esteem needs may lead to feelings of confidence, an increase in self-worth, 

and feeling useful and necessary in the world. If these needs are not met, it may result in 

feelings of inferiority, weakness, and attitudes of dependency and passiveness (D’Mello et al., 

2018). Wei et al. (2013) posit that individuals with higher self-esteem are more likely to 

recognise their innate good qualities and have respect for themselves, which in turn leads to 
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maintaining better mental health. In the same way, students with higher self-esteem achieve 

more academically and their high academic achievements lead to them feeling more confident 

as opposed to students who lack confidence and achieve less (Rosli et al., 2011). According to 

Arshad et al. (2015), a study which sought to highlight the relationship between self-esteem 

and academic achievement in pre-university students, found that there was a significant 

positive relationship between self-esteem and academic achievement. Another study found that 

factors such as low self-esteem and a lack of achievement motivation creates a lack of interest 

to work towards high academic performance (Arshad et al., 2015).  

 Although the topic of self-esteem and academic achievement remains inconclusive, 

research shows that self-esteem is a crucial factor that impacts academic performance and the 

achievement of students (Rosli et al., 2018). Higher academic performance results in students 

feeling more confident about their abilities, which improves their overall academic experience 

(Rosli et al., 2018). Therefore, students with a high self-esteem and positive self-image are 

better able to cope with academic stress and can ultimately perform well, as opposed to those 

with a low self-esteem who would most likely succumb to the stress and academic pressure. 

 

 

2.3.4. Motivation  

 Individuals vary in terms of their orientation of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). There 

are many factors that may motivate students to perform academically and to work hard to reach 

set goals. Motivation refers to an internal state where individuals engage in a certain behaviour 

(Sommer & Dumont, 2011). There are three types of motivation: intrinsic, extrinsic, and 

amotivation. Intrinsically motivated students display autonomy and employ self-initiated 

strategies (Richardson et al., 2012; Sommer & Dumont, 2011). They are motivated to execute 

tasks because it is inherently interesting and rewarding (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Extrinsically 

motivated students are motivated to complete tasks based on the promise of external gain or 

reward (Sommer & Dumont, 2011; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Activities that are undertaken for the 
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satisfaction inherent in the activity are associated with autonomy and efficiency, while tasks 

that are engaged in for the purpose of reward or the avoidance of punishment are linked to 

issues of controlled motivation (Richardson et al., 2012). Amotivation occurs when students 

do not value the activity at hand and do not believe that they can attain the result that is desired 

(Sommer & Dumont, 2011). 

 According to Hsieh (2014), there are few studies that address the relationship between 

student motivation, engagement, and learning, although some studies found that there was 

some form of a relationship. For example, some research has found that engaging in 

intrinsically motivated behaviours better impacts academic success and performance than 

extrinsically motivated behaviours (Hsieh, 2014; Sommer & Dumont, 2011). Intrinsic 

motivation has also been noted as an important and valuable factor when it comes to education 

since it has shown to have an impact on learning and achievement within an academic 

environment (Deci et al., 2001; Ryan and Deci, 2000). A study conducted by Sommer and 

Dumont (2011) found that intrinsic motivation positively impacts the adjustment of students at 

university. From this, it can be inferred that intrinsic motivation can help improve the 

adjustment process of first-year students when they enter university. By employing self-

initiated learning strategies and displaying autonomy they are able to have a positive experience 

throughout their transition from high school to university.  

2.3.5. Socioeconomic status 

 According to Okioga (2013), socioeconomic status (SES) refers to the economic and 

sociological background of an individual and is divided into three categories: low, middle, and 

high SES. Johnson et al. (2011) state that education plays a major role in terms of skills 

attainment. Access to financial resources enables students to enter university, whereas a lack 

of finances can hinder them from gaining access. According to Sommer (2013), historically 

disadvantaged students within the South African context are mostly confronted with financial 
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problems and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to be less adjusted 

and drop out. Furthermore, Backhaus (2009) states that students from high socioeconomic 

backgrounds are more likely to be familiar with university settings and its requirements, which 

improves their overall preparedness.  

 Anders (2017) states that students from disadvantaged families tend to change their 

minds about applying to university. A study conducted in China by Liu et al. (2020) found that 

socioeconomic status was significantly correlated with academic achievement. This shows that 

SES has a direct impact on academic performance, since it relates to factors such as students’ 

access to resources, such as textbooks, if they are able to gain entrance to university. 

2.3.6. Resilience  

 Resilience refers to a group of attributes that assist individuals in succeeding and coping 

when facing adversity (McGillivray & Pidgeon, 2015). Various authors state that resilience can 

be defined as a personal quality and an individual’s ability to adapt successfully to their 

environment and bounce back from adversity (Cheng & Catling, 2015; Connor & Davidson, 

2003; Kwek et al., 2013; McGillivray & Pidgeon, 2015;). Allan et al. (2014) add that the ability 

to successfully adapt after being exposed to risks can be defined as psychological resilience. 

McGillivray & Pidgeon (2015) found that resilience has been linked to effective coping styles 

and negatively correlated with psychological distress.  

 Resilience is characterised as a multidimensional concept as it includes various 

protective and risk factors which can affect academic success. Protective factors are defined as 

specific abilities that are needed for resilience to take place (Cheng & Catling, 2015, Kwek et 

al., 2013). Werner (1989), as cited by Cheng and Catling (2015), states that protective factors 

can be categorised into three major categories: personal attributes of the individual, affectional 

ties within the individual’s family, and the existence of external support systems within the 

school environment or the community. According to Allan et al. (2014), in the same way that 
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risk factors can lay the negative foundation for events for a new student, resilience provides 

support for the development of assets and resources both within and surrounding the individual, 

such as self-efficacy and friends and/or family.   

 Gaining entrance to university and securing a place is an extremely competitive process 

that is often a stressful event (Cheng & Catling, 2015). This stress often places students in 

vulnerable situations, where they are susceptible to developing mental illnesses. University 

students are a group known to experience high levels of academic and psychological stress 

(McGillivray & Pidgeon, 2015). Stallman (2010) adds that academic overload, depressed 

mood, and feeling burnt out often result in many students dropping out of university without 

completing their studies.  

 Research on resilience within the field of psychology has been gaining momentum as 

it can be used to examine the differences between students who excel within the university 

environment and the students who do not excel and struggle to cope (McGillivray & Pidgeon, 

2015). Kwek et al. (2013) posit that, in terms of resilience and academic performance, both 

internal factors (e.g., self-esteem) and external factors (e.g., support from family and friends, 

and school experience) are factors needed for a student to build resilience. Cheng and Catling 

(2015) further add that resilience is an asset for university students, especially first-year 

students as it benefits their mental health and allows them to successfully adjust and transition 

to university (McGillivray & Pidgeon, 2015). University staff can also benefit from acquiring 

a deeper understanding of what assists students to function at their full potential. The value and 

impact of resilience for new first-year students in higher education institutions lies in 

understanding how individual characteristics and surrounding systems combine with each other 

to impact the student’s potential for academic success (Allan et al., 2014).  

2.3.7. Academic engagement  
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 Within the work environment, engagement is explained as being a positive, motivated, 

and fulfilling state of work-related well-being (Kotzé & Kleynhans, 2013). This suggests that 

engaged individuals are mostly focused on their work. Kotzé and Kleynhans (2013) state that, 

within the learning and academic setting, engagement is referred to as study engagement. The 

most common is academic engagement and it relates to the psychological well-being associated 

with an internal motivation and commitment towards studies (Ayala & Manzano, 2018).  

 Academic engagement refers to the extent and manner in which a student is actively 

involved in their schooling (Collie et al., 2017). Martínez et al. (2019) add that engaged 

individuals typically have high levels of energy and are enthusiastic about the tasks they have 

to perform, due to engagement being a positive and fulfilling state of being. In relation to the 

academic environment, students who are actively engaged may feel strongly about their 

academics, which could improve their academic performance (Vizoso et al., 2018). Martínez 

et al. (2019) also state that studies show that academic engagement is positively correlated with 

academic performance, since it is related to academic efficacy and because students who are 

more engaged have a higher performance.  

 Therefore, it can be inferred that students’ level of engagement can determine their 

academic performance. For undergraduate students it may take time during their transition into 

university for them to navigate the process of engagement as they must first familiarise 

themselves with the new academic demands.  

2.3.8. Perceived stress 

 Stress is defined as a psychological state of arousal that results from excess demand 

over adapting ability (Cheng & Catling, 2015). Stress can be measured by perceived stress and 

life event stress. Both measures are significant indicators for stress and have influential effects 

on performance (Cheng & Catling, 2015). Shaw et al. (2017) state that perceived stress can 

refer to the thoughts and feelings that an individual may have about the level of stress they may 
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be experiencing. The higher education environment can be perceived as stressful and 

demanding for students and, as a result, they may experience cognitive and emotional reactions 

to the stress (Kausar, 2010).  

 According to Sommer (2013), students at university may experience stress due to 

academic demands, financial difficulties, relationship issues, or pressure that they receive from 

family and friends to excel at university. Lloyd et al. (1980) found that life event stress, 

including the first semester of university life, was negatively correlated with the academic 

performance of first- and second-year students. Life events were also suggested as the predictor 

of academic performance (Cheng & Catling, 2015). It is proposed that moderate stress can 

facilitate one’s performance. However, chronic stress not only undermines the ability to 

perform well (i.e., high academic stress is correlated strongly with lower grades), but also 

causes illness, physically and in terms of weakening the immune system (Cheng & Catling, 

2015). A study conducted by Bean and Hammer (2006) found that 27% of university students 

experienced stress that was beyond a manageable level.  

 A study conducted by Talib and Zia-ur-Rehman (2012) found that 57% of the university 

students in the sample experienced stress due to the demands of the course load. It is, therefore, 

apparent that perceived stress has a negative effect on students given that it interferes with their 

academic work and may hinder them from performing well academically. For first-year 

students, the new transition into the university environment may be increasingly stressful and 

this could negatively impact their overall academic performance.  

 

2.4. Theoretical Framework: Ecological Systems Theory 

 In this section Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory will be discussed, 

including its applicability for this study.   
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2.4.1. Origins 

 Härkönen (2007) states that the term ‘ecology’ refers to the dependency of living 

creatures on their surroundings, known as the ecological system. According to Evans et al. 

(2010), ecological models explain the processes of human development, and not the outcomes, 

and are also described as integrative due to their consideration of several multifaceted factors. 

For example, ecological models may provide an understanding of how university students 

interact within campus environments. 

 Bronfenbrenner has been described as a pioneer in the field of developmental ecology 

(Evans et al., 2010). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological paradigm was first introduced in the 1970s 

in response to the limited scope of research conducted by developmental psychologists at the 

time (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). His work was based on the analysis and integration of research 

investigations conducted by scholars from diverse disciplines (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). 

According to Darling (2007), Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) work The Ecology of Human 

Development brought attention to the contextual variations that exist in human development 

and caused a shift to ecological studies that focused on the development of individuals within 

their natural environment. Bronfenbrenner’s work presented a theory that views everything as 

being interrelated and explores the way in which development is shaped by context, cultures, 

and histories (Darling, 2007).  

 Härkönen (2007, p. 4) refers to Bronfenbrenner’s definition of human development, 

which states that human development is the:  

process through which the growing person acquires a more extended differentiated, and 

valid conception of the ecological environment, and becomes motivated and able to 

engage in activities that reveal the properties of, sustain, or restructure that environment 

at levels of similar or greater complexity in form and content.  
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What distinguishes Bronfenbrenner’s theory from all developmental theories is that it allows 

for the explanation and exploration of the relationships and interactions between individuals 

and their environments (Evans et al., 2010). This assists in explaining the outcomes that occur 

and why they occur as they do.  

2.4.2. Ecological Systems Theory  

 In Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, the individual is at the centre of this 

ecological model of development, not the environment (Darling, 2007). According to Leonard 

(2011), Ecological Systems Theory is both expansive and focused, since one aspect is focused 

on the complex layers and relationships within the family, school, and community contexts, 

while the other aspect is focusing sharply on the individual development. Evans et al. (2010) 

and Ettekal and Mahoney (2017) state that Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model is comprised of 

four main components: process, person, context, and time.  

Process, at the core of the model, refers to the forms of interaction that takes place 

between the individual and the environment (Evans et al., 2010). These are often also referred 

to as proximal processes, as they occur over a specific time and place (Ettekal & Mahoney, 

2017). The second component is the person. According to Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1993), 

the attributes of an individual shape their course of development. These attributes include an 

individual’s characteristics, such as gender and age, and these characteristics interact with the 

setting within which the individual is in (Ettekal & Mahoney, 2017). The third component is 

context and refers to the location within which interactions take place between the individual 

and the environment (Evans et al., 2010). These contexts refer to the systems in 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory; namely, the micro-, meso-, exo-, and chrono-system. This will be 

expanded on below. The final component in the theory is time, the fourth defining property of 

development and is interpreted across all levels of the ecological system (Ettekal & Mahoney, 

2017). It is represented by the chrono-system, which is further discussed in the next section.  
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2.4.2.1. Micro-system: The micro-system is the first layer in the Ecological Systems 

Theory and is a pattern of activities, social roles, and interpersonal relations experienced by an 

individual in a face-to-face setting containing other individuals with distinctive characteristics 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Härkönen, 2007)). These activities, social roles, and interpersonal 

relations can invite, allow, or hinder engagement with and in the immediate environment 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994). The micro-system consists of the settings that the individual interacts 

with directly and is the most inner system within the ecological system that includes family, 

peers, the school environment. and the workplace (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Leonard, 2011; Lee, 

2011). 

 Neal and Neal (2013) posit that interaction at this level takes place in two ways:  from 

the individual and towards the individual. Bronfenbrenner refers to this as a bi-directional 

influence (Härkönen, 2007). In the case of a developing child, the family is viewed as a micro-

system where the child plays a direct role and has direct experiences and direct social relations 

with others (Neal & Neal, 2013). Bronfenbrenner (1994) further states that, within the 

immediate environment, proximal processes occur to produce and sustain development. 

However, the power of these processes to bring on such development is dependent on the 

content and structure of the environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).  

 The micro-systems of university students are the settings in which students live their 

daily lives and where they develop (Leonard, 2011). These may include their family at home, 

the campus environment, their interaction with peers on campus, dormitories and/or 

extracurricular activities, and their contact with lecturers (Eveland, 2016). Students and micro-

systems have continuous interaction, and because of this both the student and their micro-

systems change and develop due to these interactions (Eveland, 2016). More focus has been 

placed on the interactions between the micro-systems given that students who receive higher 
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levels of academic and social support from their environments are more likely to have higher 

levels of academic performance at university (Eveland, 2016).  

 Applying this to this research study, university students interact and have direct contact 

with their micro-systems daily. They receive academic tasks from lecturers at university and 

interact with their peers who may positively or negatively influence them (Ralo, 2015). The 

home environment is where an individual’s values, beliefs, and aspirations are formed, and are 

at the fore when it comes to the developmental issues of any individual regardless of their age 

(Härkönen, 2007). If a student comes from a home where they receive support, have a good 

educational background, and are familiar with the university environment based on experiences 

of those within their micro-system, it is likely that they will excel academically at university. 

However, if the micro-systems that students interact with do not provide them with support and 

do not add to their development they may not do well academically (Ettekal & Mahoney, 2017).   

2.4.2.2. Meso-system: The meso-system is the second immediate layer in 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory. Leonard (2011) posits that there are crossovers 

in relationships between small settings or microsystems. These crossover interactions are called 

the meso-system. Simply put, a meso-system can be described as a system of micro-systems 

that focuses on the connections between two or more micro-systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; 

Krishnan, 2010). The meso-system is comprised of linkages and processes that take place 

between two or more settings in which the developing individual is included (Bronfenbrenner, 

1994). Examples of this may include relations between the home environment and the 

academic environment or between the academic setting and the workplace. Bronfenbrenner 

(1994) uses an example of the developmental impact of communication and participation in 

terms of decision-making by both parents and educators. Students in classrooms, where this 

kind of joint involvement occurs between parents and educators, show greater independence in 

high school and perform better academically (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).  
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 Since the meso-system consists of the relationships between the micro-systems in an 

individual’s life, the individual’s experience in one micro-system will directly affect their 

experience in another micro-system (Ettekal & Mahoney, 2007). Burns et al.  (2015) mentions 

that, if a child is neglected by their parents, it could result in them not being able to develop a 

positive relationship with their teacher and could lead to withdrawal from peers or classmates. 

What is considered most important is the relation between the mother and the home, 

community health care setting, and the interaction between the home and school environment 

(Härkönen, 2007). Härkönen (2007) and Mendoza et al. (2015) state that it is necessary to note 

whether the determining factors of socialisation have correlating or opposing directions. This 

means that the various micro-systems can either support each other or not, which may result in 

the developing individual experiencing pressures from the different micro-systems. Evans et 

al. (2010) add that “meso-systems may be consonant, reinforcing developmental effects, or 

dissonant, sending competing messages or creating influences that may provoke or inhibit 

development” (p. 163).  

 For university students, the meso-system is formed through a combination of their 

family micro-system and the academic/university micro-system. The meso-system can also be 

seen as the locus of campus peer culture (Evans et al., 2010). Students do not exist in micro- 

and meso-systems of their own creation but are affected by circumstances that may be outside 

of their control (Evans et al., 20101). If developing individuals or students are unable to adapt 

to or change the environment, they may not successfully survive in it (Evans et al., 2011). 

Krishnan (2010) and Onwuegbuzie et al. (2013) highlight the fact that connections between 

other larger structures, such as the church and the community, also have an impact on the 

individual, since these structures can assist the family in providing the support that the 

developing individual needs. For example, counselling services can be provided to ensure 

better functioning of the family micro-system and the mesosystem, which directly benefits the 
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individual at the centre. Ralo (2015) adds that parental involvement is a strong predictor of 

success. 

  Mendoza et al. (2015) point out that the interdependence of the student’s micro-systems 

may advance or go against one another, both of which can affect a student’s integration into 

the university environment and, therefore, determine their academic performance. Thus, it is 

important that a university student not only receives family and academic support but that their 

meso-system functions successfully for optimal development to take place.  

2.4.2.3. Exo-system: The exo-system represents the third layer in Ecological Systems 

Theory. It consists of and refers to systems or settings which do not directly include the 

individual, but still influences their development (Leonard, 2011; Nand, 2017; Smit et al, 

2020). This third system does not directly involve the developing individual but the events that 

occur determine what occurs in the setting that does contain the developing individual 

(Onwuegbuzie et al., 2013). For example, an individual’s experience at home may be 

influenced and impacted by their parent’s experiences in the workplace.  

 Nand (2017) states that, although the setting with the exo-system is external to the 

individual, it has the power to influence, advance, or determine development. There are three 

exo-systems that most likely will affect the development of youth and children 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Nand, 2017). These are: school and peer groups, parents’ workplace, 

and family social networks and neighbourhood-community contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; 

Nand, 2017). According to Mendoza et al. (2015), examples of exo-systems that have a direct 

effect on a university student include institutional or university policies, financial assistance, 

and the labour and economic conditions of the student’s family.  

 Ralo (2015) states that communities can and should contribute to the well-being of 

developing students through social, health, recreation, and protective services. Härkönen 

(2007) states that there is insufficient research on the exo-systems that specifically support 
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education. This constitutes a gap in research concerning the impact of this part of the eco-

system. It does seem clear, however, that a university student’s academic performance can be 

affected by their family’s socioeconomic conditions that are shaped by institutions in the exo-

system, such as the parent’s employers. If there are no resources, due to a lack of income in a 

household, the student may not be able to fully engage in their academic activities, which may 

lead to dropping out of university. It is, therefore, important that such barriers are recognised, 

acknowledged, and investigated in order to fully understand the impact of such aspects on 

student academic performance.  

2.4.2.4. Macro-system: The fourth and furthest layer from the individual, according to 

Ecological Systems Theory, is the macro-system (Zhang, 2018). The macro-system consists of 

the broad beliefs, cultures, and norms prevailing in society that influence development in the 

other systems. Bronfenbrenner (1994) states that the macro-system “consists of the overarching 

pattern of micro-, meso- and exo-systems characteristic of a given culture or subculture” (p. 

40). Within the macro-system, one finds the belief system, material resources, and cultures that 

underlie a society (Mulisa, 2019). Ultimately, the macro-system includes the broader societal 

values, political trends, and community practices, which are powerful elements in the 

development of an individual (Mulisa, 2019).   

 The macro-system is also described as being the “societal blueprint” that influences the 

lower layers of the ecosystem (Krishnan, 2010, p. 8). Aspects within the macro-system, such 

as cultural characteristics, political events, and upheaval or economic disruption, directly 

impact the lower levels of the ecosystem. Krishnan (2010) mentions the example of divorce, 

stating that cultures which are more open-minded about divorce are likely to contain more 

single parents than a society in which divorce is taboo. Single parenthood, of course, affects 

the income of the household, tending to reduce it, and a lower income becomes a barrier that 

hinders the opportunities available to a child. Evans et al. (2010) adds to this notion, stating 
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that enrolment at university, generally, and the university that people enrol in, is ultimately 

determined by the macro-system (i.e., the economy, societal values, etc.)  as well as exo-system 

elements, such as the parent’s workplace and work position.  

 Zhang (2018) posits that, within the macro-system, factors such as the culture of higher 

education, students’ belief systems, lifestyle, and expectations of university are all influential. 

For example, students whose home language and culture correlate with that found in the 

university environment tend to have a smoother transition (Zhang, 2018). As such, the macro-

system can be used to understand the factors that influence and shape a student’s aspirations 

(Ralo, 2015). Included in the macro-system is the socioeconomic status of the family, which 

affects whether a student can pay their university tuition fees. Frequently, a student born into a 

family of lower socioeconomic status has to work harder in order to perform well academically 

and maintain sources of outside funding, which can be withdrawn when academic performance 

does not meet a certain standard (Krishnan, 2010; Ralo, 2015; Smit et al, 2020).  

2.4.2.5. Chrono-system: The chrono-system pertains to time and transitions in 

relationships in the lifespan of the individual (Leonard, 2011; Joerchel & Dreher, 2015). 

Bronfenbrenner (1994) states that the passage of time is “a product of the surrounding 

environment not only over the life course but across historical time” (p. 40).  The chrono-

system can refer to a relatively short period of time or a much longer period (Härkönen, 2007) 

and it encompasses the changes or consistency over time in the individual and the environment 

in which the individual lives (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). These changes can include family 

structure, socioeconomic status, or employment (Ralo, 2015). The chrono-system incorporates 

all the transitions and shifts that occur in an individual’s lifespan (Joerchel & Dreher, 2015).   

 It is, therefore, important to explore a student’s chrono-system, as it affects their goals 

and aspirations. A recognition of this system draws attention to the fact that changes in the 
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family structure and family socioeconomic status can influence a student and their academic 

performance.  

 

2.5. Conclusion   

 This chapter discussed the literature and research conducted on the psychosocial factors 

that have been shown to impact on the academic performance of undergraduate university 

students, as well as the nature of the impact of these factors. This chapter also explored 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory. It included a discussion and exploration of the 

origin of the theory as well as the micro-, meso-, exo-, macro-, and chrono-systems. 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory explores the various levels of interaction and 

relationships in an individual’s life, including their effect on an individual’s development. By 

using this theory, this study sought to demonstrate the impact that psychosocial factors within 

a student’s environment and community may have on their academic experiences for first year 

university students. The next chapter describes the methodology that was employed.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology  

 

3.1. Introduction  

 This study sought to explore the psychosocial factors impacting undergraduate 

students’ academic performance at a South African university. The research question for this 

study was: “What is the impact of psychosocial factors on the academic performance of 

undergraduate students at a South African university?”.  

This study was guided by the following research objectives: 

1. To explore the psychosocial factors that impact the academic performance of 

undergraduate students. 

2. To investigate the psychosocial factors that assist undergraduate students in performing 

well at university.  

3. To explore the factors that hinder undergraduate students from reaching their academic 

goals.  

4. To explore gaps in the existing research in relation to the academic performance of 

undergraduate students. 

This chapter describes the methodological process of this study, including a discussion 

of the research design, research setting, sampling and participants, data collection methods 

employed, data analysis, reflexivity, trustworthiness, and the ethical issues considered.  

 

3.2. Research Design  

 Creswell (2009) suggests that a research design is defined as the plans or procedures 

that inform decisions ranging from the broad assumptions of a topic to the methods of data 

collection and analysis used. In qualitative research these procedures include planning the 

study, developing data collection strategies, gathering and analysing the data, and finally, 

disseminating the findings (Polit & Beck, 2010). A qualitative research approach, which allows 
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researchers to explore and investigate their research interests whilst being able to apply their 

interpersonal and subjective skills, was utilised in this study (Alase, 2017). According to 

Ponelis (2015), this approach produces holistic exploration and understanding of contextual 

and generally non-numeric data by engaging with research participants in natural settings. The 

features that define qualitative research, therefore, include questions such as “how” and “why” 

(Ponelis, 2015). The qualitative approach therefore offered an in-depth exploration of the 

subjective experiences of undergraduate students, including how psychosocial factors impact 

academic performance and the nature of its impact.  

 Qualitative research is characterised as consisting of interpretive measures and 

practices that can transform the world (Creswell, 2013; 2014). It is regarded as a means of 

exploring the meanings that individuals or groups within society assign to a certain human or 

social problem (Creswell, 2009). As a design, it is useful when a researcher wishes to gather 

perceptions from subjects and explore phenomena in their natural setting (Creswell, 2014; 

Moser & Korstjens, 2018; Powoh, 2016; Stebbins, 2011). Qualitative researchers should be 

flexible when it comes to the collection and analysis of data and be open-minded in their 

research process given that the flow of activities cannot be pre-determined (Moser & Korstjens, 

2018; Polit & Beck, 2010).  

 This study utilised an exploratory research design. Exploratory research often occurs in 

cases where little research has been conducted, thereby warranting an opportunity for new data 

to be collected and new hypotheses to be formed (Mouton, 1996). The aim of exploratory 

studies is to establish facts by gathering new data and determining whether there is a pattern 

within the collected data (Mouton, 1996). Additionally, it involves the adaptation of 

explanations and theories and seeks to provide new explanations that may have been 

overlooked (Reiter, 2017). Moreover, exploratory research seeks to explain a sequence or order 

of events that constitute or create a particular reality (Reiter, 2017).  Exploratory research is 
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seen as necessary in attempting to understand society (Nattrass, 2020). The nature and 

objectives of this study, therefore, lent itself to an exploratory qualitative investigation.  

3.3. Research Setting   

 This online research study was conducted at the University of the Western Cape 

(UWC), established in 1959 and situated in Bellville, Cape Town. This university has played 

an important role in creating equal opportunity by offering degrees and diplomas to students 

of colour. In 2020, the university had a total of 23 730 enrolments, with 18 724 being 

undergraduate students and 4 405 being first-time entering undergraduate students (UWC, 

2020). Today, more than 23 000 students are registered at the university, and it serves students 

from diverse communities and backgrounds (UWC, 2022). The university has a high number 

of postgraduate students and is seen as a research-rich environment that contributes to the world 

of research and knowledge.  

 Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and restrictions imposed by the government, 

individual interviews were conducted via the Google Meet online platform. This allowed for 

the gathering of valuable insight and information, while also ensuring adherence to COVID-

19 precautions.  

 

3.4. Sampling and Participant Recruitment  

 Purposive sampling was used to select participants for this study, which is a non-

probability sampling method that allows the researcher to intentionally sample a group of 

individuals that will best respond to the research problem of the study being conducted 

(Creswell, 2013). Purposive sampling is a sampling technique commonly used in qualitative 

research and involves identifying and selecting individuals or groups of people that may be 

knowledgeable or have experience of a particular event or phenomenon of interest (Palinkas et 

al., 2015). An email explaining the aim as well as the inclusion criteria of this study was sent 
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to first- and second-year students requesting their participation as research participants. I also 

attended first-year lectures and would explain my study at the end of the lectures. Snowball 

sampling was also employed to recruit participants. Noy (2008) defines snowball sampling as 

the process whereby a researcher gains access to informants through information provided by 

other informants. The researcher then contacts the potential informants who may then refer the 

researcher to other potential informants (Noy, 2008). Participants were asked to inform their 

fellow classmates and other undergraduate students about this study and refer interested 

students to me as the researcher. Additional information was then given to potential research 

participants.  

  The inclusion criteria for this study were as follows: first- and second-year students at 

the University of the Western Cape between the ages of 18 and 25 years. All genders were 

eligible for selection if they met the inclusion criteria and participants had to have access to a 

stable internet connection. The exclusion criteria included undergraduate students in other 

years of study, postgraduate students and students younger than 18 and older than 25 years. I 

contacted students via email once ethical permission was granted (Appendix A) and permission 

to conducted research at the university was given (Appendix B). Participants received all 

relevant information regarding this study, including the information sheet (Appendix C). 

Interested participants were asked to complete a pre-screening form (Appendix D) and those 

who met the inclusion criteria were requested by me to participate in the study. Once the 

interested students agreed to participate, they were required to fill in and return the relevant 

forms, namely, the consent form (Appendix E), and demographic information (Appendix F) 

and an interview time and date was discussed. Participant recruitment ceased once saturation 

in the collected interview was reached.  

 

3.5. Participants   
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 In total, 9 first- and second-year students at the University of the Western Cape 

participated in this study. Table 1 below presents their biographical information. Pseudonyms 

have been used throughout the study to ensure anonymity and confidentiality.  

Table 1 

Participant demographics 

Participant Pseudonym Age Race Gender Education level 

Participant 1 

 

20 Black Female First-year student 

Participant 2 

 

20 Coloured Female First-year student 

Participant 3 

 

21 Black Female First-year student 

Participant 4 

 

23 Black Male First-year student 

Participant 5 

 

22 White Female Second-year student 

Participant 6 

 

18 Black Female Second-year student 

Participant 7 

 

21 Black Male Second-year student 

Participant 8 

 

18 Coloured Female Second-year student 

Participant 9 

 

19 Black Female Second-year student 

 

3.6. Data Collection and Procedure  

Ethics clearance to conduct this research study was obtained from the UWC’s Senate 

Higher Degrees Committee and Humanities and Social Science Research Ethics Committee 

(Appendix A).  

The data collection process of this study included semi-structured online individual 

interviews. Individual interviews are a widely used data collection tool in qualitative research 

and are typically used to gather information relating to the experiences, beliefs, and worldviews 

of participants in relation to a particular question or phenomenon (Ryan et al., 2009). According 

to DeJonckheere and Vaughn (2019), qualitative interviews seek to understand the meaning of 
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and behind people’s experiences and their lived experiences in the world before scientific 

explanations. Most qualitative interviews are either semi-structured, lightly structured, or in-

depth in nature, and are carried out one-on-one with an interviewer and interviewee (Bolderson, 

2012; Jamshed, 2014).  

Janghorban et al. (2014) posit that various challenges, such as time and financial 

constraints, mobility boundaries, and geographical difficulties, can present problems when 

conduct conventional face-to-face interviews. Furthermore, technological advancements have 

helped facilitate the development of the online interviewing experience, thereby reducing these 

challenges (Janghorban et al., 2014). Due to the current COVID-19 pandemic, individual 

interviews with participants were conducted online using the Google Meet platform. Salmons 

(2011) states that online interviews are used for internet-mediated research (IMR), with the 

purpose of gathering original data by means of the internet.  

 For this study, nine individual interviews were conducted. I ensured that the participants 

had access to a laptop that was Google Meet compatible with a stable internet connection by 

requesting that they indicate if they had a stable internet connection and a laptop that could 

connect to Google Meet. A semi-structured interview schedule (Appendix G), which was 

developed based on the reading of literature, was used to conduct the online interviews. I sought 

participants’ permission to audio-record the discussions and data was then transcribed and 

analysed until saturation was reached. 

  

3.7. Data Analysis  

 According to Green and Thorogood (2004), the most basic type of analysis in 

qualitative research involves the analysis of data and the categorising of the data into recurrent 

themes. The data collected for this study was analysed using inductive thematic analysis. This 

can be defined as identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns or themes that emerge from 
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within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2013; Green & Thorogood, 2004; Patton, 

2003). This approach is flexible and allows for the interpretation of the various aspects of the 

research topic and the researcher’s interaction with the data (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017; 

Patton, 2003).  

 Advantages of thematic analysis include that it does not require a detailed theoretical 

knowledge of other qualitative approaches, which makes it more accessible to researchers and 

easier to learn (Nowell et al., 2017). Furthermore, thematic analysis is useful to use when 

examining key features of large sets of data (Nowell et al., 2017). Due to these reasons, 

thematic analysis was deemed an appropriate analytic tool for this study. Braun and Clarke 

(2006) and Clark and Braun (2013) provide an outline of the six-step process for thematic 

analysis, which states that these steps should not be viewed as a linear process, but as a 

recursive one. 

 

 In the first phase, the researcher immerses themselves in and engages with the collected 

data through reading and re-reading, ensuring familiarity with the transcribed data.  

Following the first phase, initial codes were produced from the data. This phase 

commenced once the researcher had read and familiarised themselves with the data and has an 

idea of what is interesting in the data that could be used to meet the aims and objectives of the 

study. Some of the initial codes may go on to be used to form main themes, while others may 

become sub-themes, and others could be discarded.  

Phase three requires that the identified codes are organised into potential themes and 

then categorised within the relevant and identified themes and sub-themes. A theme can be 

defined as a meaningful pattern within the data that is relevant to the research question (Braun 

& Clarke, 2013). 

 The fourth phase in the analysis involved reviewing the identified themes and refining 

those themes. It became clear during this phase that some potential themes were not 
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appropriate, while other themes were combined or broken down into separate themes. Re-

reading the collected data was important as it not only helped discover which themes work with 

the collected data, but also allowed for the coding of additional data which may have been 

missed in previous stages. 

 In the fifth phase, a detailed analysis of each of the themes was written up. According 

to Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013), each theme must be refined, and its essence identified. It 

should also be expressed which aspect of the data a theme relates to.  

Finally, to the last phase involved writing up the report on the analysed themes. This 

final analysis and writing of the report include combining the analytic narrative as well as the 

extracted data that provides the reader with a coherent and logical story of the collected data.   

 

3.8. Reflexivity  

 According to McCabe and Holmes (2009), reflexivity can be understood as one’s ability 

to be unbiased while still being aware of one’s biases and the effect it may have on the research. 

Reflexivity can also be described as the conscious acknowledgment of the values and beliefs 

held by the researcher which impacted their methodological approach (Reid et al., 2018).  

To maintain reflexivity in this study, I engaged in self-reflection through journaling to 

reflect on beliefs and biases that may have influenced the study. I also built rapport with the 

study participants to obtain in-depth knowledge of their subjective experiences regarding the 

influence of psychosocial factors on their academic performance. It was my aim to carry out 

the aims and objectives of this study and to reduce the possibility of my own experiences 

impacting the study in any way. 

 

3.9. Trustworthiness  
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 According to Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Amankwaa (2016), all research must have 

truth value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality to evaluate and prove its worth. To 

evaluate qualitative research, there are various criteria developed to ensure trustworthiness and 

rigour (Anney, 2015; Cope, 2014). These are credibility, dependability, confirmability, and 

transferability (Anney, 2015; Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 1986).  

 

3.9.1. Credibility  

Credibility refers to the truth and confidence of the results of the research conducted 

and the way the researcher represents it (Amankwaa, 2016; Anney, 2015; Cope, 2014). Lincoln 

and Guba (1986) states that credibility is a counterpart to internal validity. Credibility was 

achieved through me verifying the findings with participants, as well as my reflection on my 

own experiences and engagement during this process. Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe 

several activities that can be employed to ensure that credibility is attained. These techniques 

include prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, negative 

case analysis, referential adequacy, and member checks.  

3.9.2. Transferability 

Transferability refers to the degree of generalisability of the results of qualitative 

research and how it can be transferred to other contexts with other respondents (Anney, 2015). 

In other words, it shows that the findings of the research have applicability in other contexts 

(Amankwaa, 2016). Transferability was achieved by me providing a detailed account of how 

the research was conducted to ensure that the research can be applied in other contexts or with 

other groups. This is referred to as thick description and allows other individuals who are 

interested in the research to make their own conclusions about the transferability of the findings 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1986, 1985). To provide a thick description, the original researcher must 

include information, such as details about the location setting, the participants present in the 
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study as well as their attitudes any reactions that are observed that may not be captured on an 

audio recording, and the feelings of the researcher (Amankwaa, 2016).  

3.9.3. Dependability  

Dependability describes the extent to which a study can be replicated using similar 

participants in similar conditions (Cope. 2014). According to Nowell et al. (2017), 

dependability can be ensured by if researchers make sure that the research process is logical, 

traceable, and documented in detailed. Dependability can be achieved through another 

researcher confirming and verifying the decisions made during each stage of the research 

process. Lincoln and Guba (1985) refer to an inquiry audit that can be done to ensure 

dependability, which involves an auditor being called in to authenticate the process of inquiry, 

as well as the data, findings, interpretations, and the recommendations (Amankwaa, 2016; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

3.9.4. Confirmability 

Confirmability is the degree to which the results of qualitative research can be 

confirmed and authenticated by other researchers and the extent to which the researcher can 

prove that the collected data does not reflect their biases or personal viewpoints (Anney, 2015; 

Cope, 2014). Amankwaa (2016) posits that confirmability can established through a 

confirmability audit, audit trail, triangulation, and reflexivity. For this study, confirmability 

was achieved through reflexive journaling as well as the researcher explaining how conclusions 

and findings were established.  

 

3.10. Ethical Considerations  

 Ethical permission was first obtained from the Humanities and Social Sciences 

Research Ethics Committee (Appendix A). Before conducting the Google Meet individual 

interview, the information (Appendix C) and consent sheet (Appendix E) (which was 
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previously emailed to the participants and was signed and returned to the researcher) was once 

again briefly explained to the participants. The information sheet, consent form, and the 

demographic information form was also translated into Afrikaans and isiXhosa to include all 

prospective participants. Participants were encouraged to find a quiet room for the interview to 

take place. This provided confidentiality and privacy. Participants were also told that they were 

free to withdraw from the study without consequence. Additionally, I recapped details relating 

to the research study when creating rapport at the initial stage of the interview. Furthermore, 

any details of the participants were kept confidential. To maintain anonymity, participants were 

referred to by pseudonyms. Following each interview, the information of the counselling 

service centre was made available to those who may have been affected or traumatised during 

the interviews. 

 

 At the conclusion of the interview, the recordings were stored on an external hard drive. 

This offered security away from my own laptop. Furthermore, digital documents were stored 

on a password-protected computer accessible only by me.  

 

3.11. Conclusion  

 This chapter outlined the methodology used in this study. The research design, setting, 

sampling technique, participants, data collection procedure, and method analysis was explained 

and elaborated on. Issues of reflexivity, trustworthiness, and ethical considerations were also 

discussed. The next chapter outlines the results and analysis thereof.  
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Chapter Four: Results  

 

4.1. Introduction  

 In this chapter, I present the key themes which emerged from data collected from 

individual interviews, while exploring the psychosocial factors impacting the academic 

performance of first- and second-year university students. The themes identified in the results 

are grounded in the experiences and accounts of first- and second-year university students. The 

themes along with the sub-themes are presented in the table below.  

Table 2 

Categories and sub-themes 

Category Sub-theme(s) 

Reason for enrolment  
Personal motives  

External motives  

Coping strategies  
Academic coping strategies  

Personal coping strategies  

Adjustment  
Academic independence 

Orientation experience  

Transition into university  
Personal experience  

Academic experience  

Challenges  
Academic challenges  

Personal challenges  

Factors impacting academic performance  
External factors  

Internal factors  

Secondary education University preparation 
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Sources of support  
Social support  

Academic support  

 

4.2. Reason for Enrolment  

 Participants were asked about their reasons for enrolling at university. Their responses 

revealed that their decisions to enrol at university were motivated by both internal, personal, 

and external factors, which included personal career ambitions and external persuasion and 

pressure, respectively. These are discussed below. 

4.2.1. Personal motives 

 The personal motives behind participants’ decision to go to university included factors 

such as their desired career, their unhappiness within the workplace, and their personal values. 

Participants stated that they chose to come to university because they were career-driven and 

wanted to obtain a qualification that would allow them to enter the work field. The only way 

they felt that this could be achieved was by applying to university. As Participant 3 explained: 

“I did want a white-collar career and, in order to obtain that type of career, university is 

needed”.   

Another participant expressed that they would like a specific kind of job, which 

motivated them to apply: 

 

Participant 4: I want to be a dentist and obviously I can’t become a dentist without 

my professional qualification. So, obviously, I applied to university. I come from a 

rural area so there’s nothing much to do. So, for me, coming to university was about 

getting an education.  
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 Participant 1 stated that they chose to enrol at university after attempt to enter the 

workplace straight after matric. Their unhappiness during this period prompted them to apply 

and enrol: “I think it was sitting at home for two years straight after high school. I got tired and 

I was working, and I felt too young to be working”.  

 A participant explained how her values influenced the decision to enrol at university, 

while another noted that her ambition and desire to help others is what led her to this decision:  

 

Participant 8: Okay, so I've always been very ambitious, I don't really see myself 

doing an office job. I can’t handle sitting in front of a computer all day, and I've 

always felt led to be in a career that's helping other people.  

 

 As seen above, the personal motives of students to enrol at university included their 

own values and ambitions, along with the prospect of future employment.  

4.2.2. External motives  

 In conjunction with personal motives, external motives also played a role in 

participants’ decision to enrol at university. The main external motive, which emerged from 

the responses of participants, was family expectations, largely those of their parents. 

Participants often chose to fulfil their parents’ expectations by enrolling at university.  

 

Participant 3: In 2019, when I was applying for university, my dad really wanted 

me to study law and I would say, thankfully, I didn’t meet those requirements at 

certain universities cause I would’ve been forced to study what I didn’t want. 

Because I applied for something I technically didn’t qualify for, I couldn’t get any 

space in university, so I had to wait till the next year to apply for what I actually 

wanted. Finally got it. 
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 Participants expressed that, owing to the expectations of their parents, they had little 

choice other than going to university. This is illustrated in the following information shared by 

participants:  

 

Participant 3: Along the expectations that parents have these days it’s pretty much 

standard that after high school you have to go to university.  

 

Participant 6: Well, I didn't have a choice. I just had to go to varsity. There wasn't 

much of a choice on my side.  

 

Participant 6: It’s a lot of parental influence because my parents don't believe in the 

whole gap year thing. So, I wasn’t going to take an entire gap year and just sit and 

do nothing. So, I had to go to varsity. 

 

Participant 5: My dad always wanted me to study, and my mom didn’t even finish 

high school.  

 

Participant 7: I've never really thought things through about coming to university. 

It's always been something that I saw being done.  

 

 Participants further expressed that, owing to the value placed on education by their 

family and the seemingly unexamined standard that after high school one goes to university, 

they ended up applying and enrolling at university:  

 

Participant 9: My family values education. So, education has always been 

something that was, like, constantly preached to us go to school. 
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Participant 7: I’d say maybe that's because it’s 50/50 because I do have some family 

members who are academically gifted in a way. Like, most of my siblings who are 

around the same age, we are all in university.  

 

 One participant stated that because of the current job scarcity one needs a university 

qualification to ensure employment:  

 

Participant 2: Yeah definitely, because you can see in today’s time there are barely 

jobs if you don’t have a certain qualification or if you don’t have a degree. You 

basically can’t really get into the work field.  

 

 The verbatim quotes above suggest that external pressure from influential figures, such 

as parents and family, often leaves students with little choice but to attend university. This 

happens even if it is not the personal desire of the student to do so. However, as shown, students 

are also motivated by the need for a certain standard of employment, which many students 

concurred is only possible through the attainment of a university qualification. This suggests 

that, despite family pressure, many students make university a personal choice. As such, both 

internal drive and external expectations contribute to the decision to enrol at university.  

 

4.3. Coping Strategies  

 Participants used various coping strategies when it came to the pressure of their 

academics and personal lives at university. These coping strategies enabled them to better focus 

on their academic tasks, while also maintaining a good overall sense of well-being.  

 

 



http://etd.uwc.ac.za/

  45 
 

4.3.1. Academic coping strategies 

 Participants used various strategies to manage their academic demands. The first was 

to create a schedule or routine. In the quotes below, participants expressed that creating a 

schedule and/or routine allowed them to plan their day accordingly, and allocate sufficient time 

for academic tasks and activities.  

 

Participant 8: …and, also, trying to create the schedule. So, if I’ve allocated this 

amount of time to a certain module, once the time is finished, if I haven't finished 

my work, I leave it, went and go on to the next thing. 

 

Participant 1: I would plan my day hour after hour so there are no breaks in between. 

 

Participant 5: Having a routine really helps me. So, I get up in the morning, I make 

my bed, and then it’s like you start your day off productive.  

 

 Another academic coping strategy used by one participant involved engaging in 

physical activities such as taking notes and going to the library. Their need to make their own 

notes resulted from difficulties they experienced with understanding online notes supplied by 

lecturers.  

 

Participant 7: I think what helped me was making notes and buying, like, the 

physical textbook. I suppose I have the problem of maybe not understanding online 

notes, or I can read something that's on a computer.  

 

Participant 7: I just bought most of the books that were used last year, so I just make 

notes and use those books and maybe go to the library. 
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 Another participant expressed that being a part of a study group helped them cope with 

the pressure and stress of academic life. Speaking to senior students also helped: 

  

Participant 6: And we've had a lot of students group chats so that was also 

something that helped me cope with the stress of academics. 

 

Participant 4: Talking to students in higher level and getting advice because they’ve 

been there. It helped cause they also did their first year during COVID-19.  

 

4.3.2. Personal coping strategies  

 In conjunction with academic coping strategies, students used several personal coping 

strategies to further assist in managing their high workload. Two participants stated that 

celebrating their academic achievements became a source of motivation for them to achieve 

even better results and further improve their academic performance:  

 

Participant 3: … but all that pressure really helped me to push myself to limits that 

I never go through and helped me achieve a lot of academic goals that I thought 

were unrealistic at first and turned out to actually be very much attainable. 

 

Participant 5: Also, making a big deal out of a good mark. It sounds weird but I 

celebrate everything. 

 

Participant 5: Celebrating the small things has helped because I find that there aren’t 

so many big things with university cause you do two exams a year. There aren’t 

many moments where you can get recognition.  
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 A second personal coping strategy highlighted by participants was receiving 

encouragement from friends and family. This greatly motivated students and encouraged them 

to pay more attention to their personal well-being:  

 

Participant 8: I think small sources of encouragement from friends and family. 

 

Participant 9: In my first year, I lived with my mom. So, every time when she saw 

that I'm putting too much pressure on myself, she would be the one to, like, 

encourage me that as much as I have to work hard, I should also take a break from 

everything else. So, I could say that it was her support and her being there for me, 

that really helped a lot when it came to those moments. 

 

 Faith was another coping factor that played a significant role and helped participants 

cope with the challenges that they countered during their first year at university. This is shown 

in the following comments:  

 

Participant 8: A massive one for me personally has been my faith. 

 

Participant 3: Definitely praying a lot. I’m a very spiritual person, so that definitely 

helped me get through so many tough times throughout the year. 

 

 Two participants expressed that setting social boundaries was a strategy they made use 

of. Boundaries allowed them to separate their personal and social responsibilities from their 

academic responsibilities. It also allowed for better interaction with their work, which 

positively impacted their academic performance: 
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Participant 8: I think the first thing for me would be to try and put boundaries in 

place for myself to try and separate work life from home life, school 

responsibilities, or university responsibilities from home responsibilities; not 

overlap the two. 

 

Participant 5: Its setting boundaries and creating a space of a work zone. If I want 

to do anything on my laptop, I’ve split my browser, so I have a university one on 

Chrome and a personal. 

 

 Another coping strategy linked to maintaining a good sense of well-being was taking a 

break and “venting”. Participants stated that, to improve their academic interaction and 

performance, they had to take occasional breaks from their academics and engage in other 

activities. This included activities such as taking a walk to maintain a sense of balance between 

their academics and their overall sense of well-being. One participant stated that speaking out 

about her stress allowed them to engage with friends and release some of the pressure that they 

were experiencing:  

 

Participant 8: Um, honestly, for the improvement of my academics, it was to take a 

break from academics. 

 

Participant 6: When the work is becoming too much, I literally take a break and I 

just go for a walk, or I do something that’s not related to school in anyway. 

 

Participant 1: I actually stopped putting so much pressure on myself about school. 

I was like that will be done. You don’t have to read three chapters ahead just read 
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the one chapter this week and don’t lag behind. Go out more… I really had to go 

out more.  

 

Participant 3: Venting and just letting it out to some friends, cause holding it in 

doesn’t really help with the pressure. 

 

 The quotations show that the experiences and pressures of the first year at university 

caused students to adopt strategies and engage in actions that they felt could help alleviate this 

pressure. Responses also show that having a schedule and being prepared helped participants 

feel optimistic about engaging with their academic work. Students gained a sense of motivation 

from the encouragement of others, particularly family, and from their own achievements. They 

seemed aware of the need for time away from studies, taking breaks, and maintaining a social 

life. In addition, some found that their faith helped to keep them motivated.  

 

4.4. Adjustment to University  

 Participants were asked about their experience of adjusting to university in their first 

year. Responses indicated that participants had varied experiences relating to their academic 

adjustment. Many spoke of feelings of academic independence, the impact that orientation 

week had on their adjustment, and the overall experience of their first year at university.  

4.4.1. Academic independence 

 University presented quite a unique experience for all participants. In the unfamiliar 

environment, many experienced a new sense of academic independence with which they were 

not familiar: 

 

Participant 6: So, it does help you, in a way gain a sense of independence. 
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Participant 2: You definitely have to be independent and stuff. You are responsible 

for your own decisions and to make sure you knew your work or do a certain task 

or assignment and just keep up to date with everything. 

 

4.4.2. Orientation experience  

 Participation in the orientation week conducted by the university affected the relative 

ease, or lack of it, with which students adjusted to university life. There were mixed views 

about this orientation. Some were critical, finding it too packed with information, and 

overwhelming. One participant commented: 

 

Participant 8: So, we were bombarded with information. It wasn't like a fun thing. 

 

Participant 8: But I don't think it prepared me because, once I started, I was like, oh 

my God, how do I use Ikamva? Or do I do this? How do I do that? And they went 

through it in orientation, but like I'm saying I feel like it was all crammed, it was 

let's get this done. 

 

 Another participant expressed that a lack of information given to the students in the 

first weeks contributed to the unpreparedness and uncertainty that many felt about how to use 

online resources. This participant also stated that the orientation program did not assist with 

the unfamiliarity of having to choose modules: 

 

Participant 2: Even our orientation wasn’t exactly an orientation. They just taught 

us how to use Ikamva and that was about it. They didn’t educate us about the 

modules or anything and I felt like that was really challenging for me, because I did 

select modules and I didn’t even know what I was selecting. 
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 One participant stated that, if in-person classes were allowed, they believed they would 

have had a better orientation experience and would have been better familiarised with the 

process of selecting modules.  

 

Participant 2: So, if we had to go in, I believe we would’ve had an orientation and 

they actually educate you about the modules and stuff. So, that was the most 

challenging part for me.  

 

 In contrast, another student stated that orientation was beneficial as it prepared them for 

what lay ahead. This participant also stated that they received valuable insight and advice from 

the peer facilitators during orientation which was a great source of motivation.  

 

Participant 1: In the beginning, we had the orientation week. Wow those people… 

I don’t know who they are but they were stellar. The girl who’s the head of the 

whole department told us her story and I watched that story… I don’t know who 

they are, but that orientation week is what set it off for me. They really introduced 

me to this and really set everything in motion. 

 

The participant went on to explain:  

 

Yeah, cause she didn’t just talk about school. There’s real life, and there is a whole 

real-life situation that you are going to face in the midst of your books, your 

lectures, and all of that. She motivated us and that’s what I’ve done the whole year.  
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4.4.3. Overall experience 

 The overall adjustment experience was challenging for one participant, but another did 

not find it as difficult and was easily able to adjust to the academic and personal demands. For 

this student, the social component played a significant role, while making friends also helped 

one participant adjust easier to the unfamiliar environment.  

 

Participant 5: It wasn’t a difficult adjustment. I thought it would be a lot more 

difficult than it was. I found it was quite easy to get back into a student headspace. 

 

Participant 8:  Like I said, it really was it was an adjustment, but I actually think I 

settled in okay. I had anxiety. I had stress. That was a big adjustment, and it took a 

while to get into it. 

 

 One participant who experienced the orientation week in-person expressed that they 

were anxious due to the uncertainty of whether they would be able to make friends and socialise 

with other students.  

 

Participant 5: I will say, it would have been way more difficult if I didn’t make 

friends the first day. I was extremely anxious my first day. I remember my dad 

dropping me off and I was just like I don’t think I can do this. You don’t really 

know what to expect because no one actually tells you what university is actually 

like. 

 

 Adjustment in the first year at university is often a daunting experience for students, 

who have to navigate their way through a new environment and new academic expectations. 

Responses from participants indicate that they experienced a new sense of academic 
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independence in relation to what they had experienced in high school. Adjusting to university 

required students to take more responsibility for their actions and academic duties. In addition, 

responses show that the quality of the input given during orientation week affects how easy or 

difficult the adjustment can be for students. A greater preparedness, even for the orientation 

week itself, might ensure that students successfully engage with academic content from the 

onset of their academic journey at university.  

 

4.5. Transition  

 The transition process into university is often characterised as stressful and challenging. 

Participants were asked to explain their experience of this process. Responses indicate that 

participants had both a personal and academic experience of this transition.  

4.5.1. Personal experience  

 Most of the participants stated that the transition was quite challenging for them owing 

to the degree of adjustment required, with one participant saying that it forced them to grow: 

 

Participant 8: Challenging. Good ultimately because it made me grow. But, 

definitely challenging. Definitely a massive adjustment. It forced me to grow up. It 

helped me grow but it also forced me to grow.  

 

Participant 3: The transition for me was extremely difficult after not being in school 

for a whole year. 

 

Participant 4: I think it was a bit challenging because it's different from being in 

high school. I think more was expected from me compared to being a high school 

student. Most of the time you’re fooling around with everyone. Here it’s up to you. 
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Participant 7: I’d say because of expectations, the transition was quite a challenge. 

 

 Additionally, the transition from in-person learning to online learning, necessitated by 

the COVID-19 pandemic, made the transition to university life even more challenging, 

especially for those not familiar with this format of learning. This is evident in the quotes 

below: 

 

Participant 8: That was tough. It was challenging. It was quite a transition really, I 

think, especially going from in-person learning. Before COVID-19 we were doing 

in-person learning to, you know, matrics were being prioritized with being in school 

every single day, et cetera. From that to like, completely online. 

 

Participant 2: So, I would say that it was a bit tough because with university things 

are different and it was online especially. 

 

 One participant stated that, due to the lack of resources in the rural high school they 

attended, the transition to online learning was quite difficult: 

 

Participant 7: So, the transition, really it was difficult at first, especially now that 

it's online. So, me being from a village school, I was not quite familiar with using a 

laptop for classes even. So, that transition was kind of challenging. 

 

4.5.2. Academic experience  

 Academically, one participant reported that, with the transition to university, they 

experienced new academic freedom that allowed them to engage with their academics critically 

and analytically in a manner that also allowed them to express themselves: 
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Participant 9: And with university essays, I don't have to write anything that makes 

a lecturer or a tutor comfortable, I just have to write my opinion and have the 

opportunity to become critical and have to analyse and think logically while writing 

that essay. So, transition from high school to university was better for me. I enjoyed 

that part.  

 

 While the transition to university affords students a degree of freedom, one participant 

stated that it was still an unfamiliar process, while another expressed that having to select 

modules alone proved challenging: 

 

Participant 7: Maybe it would be same as high school. Maybe it's kind of similar 

even. But I didn't know certain steps and registration and whatnot because I just 

only knew you apply to school. 

 

Participant 2: Even with next year, you’re not that clued up about what those 

modules entail and stuff. So, it’s quite challenging to do this on your own and select 

your modules without actually knowing what you’re selecting. 

 

 It seems clear from the above that the transition experience is particularly challenging 

when students are not adequately prepared. At the same time, results show that, while 

transitioning into university may have been difficult, students were forced to grow from the 

experience and develop a sense of responsibility for their own success. External factors, such 

as the COVID-19 pandemic and the countrywide lockdown, impacted the transition of students 

and their learning experience. These quotations show that the transition process and the initial 
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few weeks of the university are crucial, setting the tone for the academic progress of students 

at university.  

 

4.6. Challenges  

 When asked about the greatest challenges they had faced in their first-year, participants 

mentioned both academic and personal challenges, including struggles with living 

arrangements. Each of these areas is further discussed below. 

4.6.1. Academic challenges  

 Most participants found that increased academic expectations and requirements were 

challenging after five years in high school. Two participants expressed that adjusting to new 

academic modules was challenging, while others described the overall adjustment experience: 

 

Participant 2: Second semester was even tougher, because the modules are different, 

and you had to adjust to those new modules again. So, it was quite challenging, but 

it went well. 

 

Participant 5: So, firstly it was completely new modules. 

 

Participant 5: Um, yeah, the adjustment. I really can't stress this enough. The 

adjustment was so hectic, it was so intense. 

 

 One participant commented on their experience regarding the difference they 

experienced with subjects they did in high school and those same subjects that they now study 

in university: 
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Participant 8: I am studying psychology and English. That’s what I'm planning to 

major in and stuff, obviously, other electives. But I did extremely well in English 

in high school, I really did extremely well. And, obviously, I knew there would be 

an adjustment and a change when I came to university. 

 

 Having to cope with new academic expectations placed a great deal of stress and 

pressure on students. One participant stated that they burned out due to the workload and the 

pressure they put on themselves. 

 

Participant 1: I burned out and then second semester came along, and I didn’t have 

the same energy. I was slacking so these exams have been the worst. I found out 

about exams a day before and I was like this is not even me. This is not even me. I 

tend to sprint in the beginning of a marathon so that’s what happened. 

 

 Additional academic challenges expressed by one participant were the unavailability of 

online services, such as Ikamva during exams, or the impact of loadshedding on internet 

connectivity:  

 

Participant 9: And sometimes Ikamva also shuts down without warning, and even 

with that you can't like resume your exam or just, like, start again from scratch after 

two weeks. 

 

They went on to add:  

 

For me, it was usually like during exams, like tests with the network connection and 

the load shedding. 
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 The COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdown had a significant impact on the 

academic experience of students. While some participants were able to easily adjust to online 

learning, other participants found it particularly challenging: 

 

Participant 6: So, there isn't really a major jump because I was already used to online 

learning. 

 

Participant 3: With it all being online you literally learn that you’re the only person 

that can help you get through stuff, so it really teaches you to become a lot more 

independent with academic stuff. 

 

 The unfamiliarity of online learning affected the way students interacted with their 

academics and one participant held the notion that physical classes would be ideal and was 

preferred.  

 

Participant 9: The negative would be because I don't have any experience having to 

do test or having to take classes in person. 

 

Participant 8: And it's a period that had a massive impact naturally, on my studies, 

obviously, being less motivated feeling just down about life and everything feeling 

scared. 

 

Participant 7: I think being the classes were online I became lazier than not going 

to maybe to an extra class. 
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Participant 3: It was hard. It still is hard, but we learn to live with it and cope with 

the pressure. I feel like physical campus would be so much easier for us. 

 

 The biggest academic challenge faced by students was adjusting to the new academic 

workload. Students often felt overwhelmed, as they felt that not enough time was allocated to 

the various tasks they were required to do. Additionally, this increased workload resulted in 

students having to neglect certain tasks to complete others. Below are quotes by participants 

expressing this challenge:  

 

Participant 9: But, because of the workload that was too much, I might have focused 

less on the other assignments that I may have. 

 

Participant 8: The lectures are longer than the time allocated to it. Literally the 

longer than the time period allocated to it. Instead of 40 it's 55 minutes to an hour. 

I get to a point where at the beginning of the week, I check what are my 

assignments? Okay, I’m going to do those lectures. If I haven't got an assignment 

for a specific module this week, that module I will catch up on next week, because 

there just isn't the time. It always put me on edge knowing that I'm not 100% up to 

date, but there genuinely wasn't the time of day to do everything. I really prioritise 

my work. 

 

Participant 3: A lot of work compared to what we had in high school. 

 

Participant 6: The amount of work that was in the first year is a lot. 
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Participant 2: The workload in second semester especially was really hectic. You 

just didn’t know what was coming your way, there were so many things thrown at 

you. 

 

Participant 7: In university, it's kind of like, we move. We just move. There is no 

time to stop, there's no time to explain. 

  

Participants also reported that they experienced a lack of interaction due to teaching 

taking place online. One participant expressed that they had to teach themselves, while another 

stated that learning would have been more efficient if there was in-person contact: 

 

Participant 5: I had to teach myself and I didn't have anyone in a class that I knew 

because we didn't even have like a WhatsApp group, or tutors or anything. 

 

Participant 7: Because I feel like somebody explaining to you physically looking at 

other students and all of that setting, I feel I believe there will be a little bit more 

understanding than just making a slide and just moving because of how I felt from 

other lectures. It's just you see a slide and just a brief explanation or just he or she 

is just repeating what is on the slide and not explaining it for me to understand. 

 

Participant 2: Learning would have been more efficient because we could interact 

and ask questions and it would just have been so much more fun and we would have 

gained experience as well. 

 

 Participants also highlighted the lack of academic support and communication. 

Lecturers and tutors often took prolonged periods of time to respond to emails or offer guidance 
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relating to academic assignments. This became a source of stress for many participants and 

impacted their academic engagement and consequently their academic performance. This is 

seen by the quotes below: 

 

Participant 8: So, the educators or the staff or whatever, they’re not stressed because 

they feel they have put someone in place. Yeah, but then those tutors are like, no 

I’m also a student I also have things to do. It’s not my responsibility to baby you, 

you figure it out. So, there isn’t that communication. It’s very lacking. 

 

Participant 2: For example… the lecturers don’t exactly respond to your emails if 

you have a query. You have to email the general email and they might take a few 

days to respond to you. That was one of the modules I felt like we could have had 

more contact with the lecturers, cause we had no contact with the lecturers. Whereas 

with my other modules we had contact, so it helped.  

 

Participant 9: It's the fact that sometimes when we contact tutors or lecturers do not 

reply immediately. 

 

Participant 2: Firstly, the communication. That was a big stressor. The lecturers’ 

interactions with the students. That was another stressor I would say because 

sometimes you needed to know something immediately but then they would 

respond days later. 

 

Participant 5: Like, trying to phone UWC. I sat on the phone with them this morning 

about trying to find out what's happening with my timetable for 20 minutes, and 
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they just hung up on me. Literally sat on the phone for 20 minutes and I didn't get 

the answers that I needed. 

 

4.6.2. Personal challenges 

 Participants experienced an array of personal challenges, such as living conditions, 

feelings of isolation, family issues, financial factors, home responsibilities, and a lack of 

motivation. One participant stated that, because the accommodation in which they were living 

was not ideal, it demotivated them and further impacted their motivation to engage with their 

academic work. Another stated the challenges of living with someone else:  

 

Participant 7: Sometimes it did actually, because there are moments when I would 

endure because I have high endurance, but sometimes there would just be music 

playing and I’d be like I’m done now. 

 

Participant 4: I can mention like that was, like, a challenge. Challenging because, 

like, two different people living together who come from, like, two different 

backgrounds. Even just living with a guy and having to be accommodating. 

 

 Working from home was another challenge that participants were faced with. The lack 

of privacy and constant presence of family members within their home environment made it 

difficult for participants to do their academic tasks, as distractions were always present. 

Participants stated that it was difficult finding privacy and quiet times, due to them being 

surrounded by their family members: 
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Participant 6: The time is I could do my work was basically after 9:30 at night. 

Because during the day, the house is busy, people are watching TV, I can’t really 

study in my room, I don’t like studying in my room. 

 

Participant 2: Since the fact that we’re online, you had to work from home. I think 

that’s one thing, because I would normally do my tests at night so it would be quiet. 

Also, maybe just the space. 

 

 Participants mentioned that the constant distractions within the home made it difficult 

for them to concentrate on their schoolwork and affected their academic engagement:  

 

Participant 8: Obviously, other personal things, I had a lot of things going on at 

home that kind of distracted me a bit and have made it a bit more difficult for me 

to focus… That would definitely be an external factor. Being at home all the time, 

being in one space it it's such a sort of starts to drone on like you know, that’s 

something I would say also affected me quite a bit yeah, obviously getting up but 

not going to somewhere specific.  

 

 Having to work and constantly be at home due to the COVID-19 pandemic also led to 

feelings of isolation amongst the participants. The further lack of interaction affected the 

behaviour and mental well-being of participants: 

 

Participant 5: There was none of that it was just like letters on a screen, whereas 

beforehand you'd kind of met a few people or like whatever. And so that was like 

really challenging, more challenging than I thought it would be going into the year, 

the isolation of it… So from that aspect, like, it was very isolating. And I think that 
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isolation feeling was the hardest… That isolation really bled into everything like 

the depressive episode as well. All those little things like isolation just magnified 

everything. 

 

Participant 1: It did, and I didn’t even notice it. That’s how robotic I was. Cause I 

was like I’m good…my marks are fine but then I’m losing my friends cause I wasn’t 

really talking to people. People at home told me I’m disconnected so I didn’t know 

because I was so robotic. 

 

Participant 4: I’d say challenges relating to maintaining a healthy social life. At 

first, I was so focused, so I did not get the time to socialise and go out with friends. 

 

 Participants also had to deal with various family issues, such as illness and loss, which  

directly affected their academic performance and the marks that they received:  

 

Participant 5: But I think that was also because my mom was sick, and I was dealing 

with all of this personal stuff…  I was still like managing on fumes because I was 

like, looking after my mom. So, it was really hard, and my grades took quite a knock 

last semester. 

 

Participant 8: It’s had an impact on my academics. So, early last year, my best 

friend's father passed away due to COVID. And that was just before we started 

varsity. It was extremely difficult. Because we've been friends for quite a while, and 

her dad and I were very close. You know, that obviously set you into the emotion 

of grief. 
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 Financial factors may hinder students from continuing their studies or even gaining 

entrance into university. One participant stated that, due to financial issues at home, they were 

forced to work first instead of applying to university to help offer money and support for their 

family.  

 

Participant 1: I didn’t think I was going to get funding… It was financial issues at 

home. So, I think my parents told me that we don’t have the money and I couldn’t 

get the bursaries and stuff, so I was like let me go work instead. 

 

 Along with the challenge of working from home, participants expressed that their home 

responsibilities proved to be challenging as they would often have to take care of other family 

members or provide essential items for their household, while trying to engage with their 

studies: 

 

Participant 1: I’m the oldest in the house so the transition to online schooling… I 

wouldn’t do certain things, or I wouldn’t have a class just because I’m being called 

to the next room. That was very challenging. 

 

Participant 6: Um, yes, because for the first five months my mom had gone away. I 

was literally taking care of the house. 

 

 As shown above, undergraduate students face a plethora of challenges in the academic 

environment and in their personal lives. Academic challenges included adjusting to online 

learning and a new academic workload, while personal challenges experienced by students 

included living conditions, home responsibilities, and a lack of motivation. The impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdown is also evident in these challenges highlighted 
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by participants. It further demonstrates how factors external to a student can directly impact 

how well they fair academically.  

 

4.7. Factors Impacting Academic Performance  

 Participants in this study were asked about both external and internal factors which they 

feel impacted their academic performance.  

4.7.1. External factors  

 Students stated that they were extrinsically motivated by various individuals close to 

them, which increased their motivation and engagement. One participant mentioned that they 

were motivated to apply to university upon seeing the academic success of their friend. Other 

participants expressed that they felt motivated to engage with their academic work because of 

the encouragement they received from family: 

 

Participant 3: So, looking back when I was taking a gap year one of my best friends 

who’s extremely smart managed to get a golden key, so that definitely was 

something I also wanted for myself. That really helped to be a source of motivation 

for me. 

 

Participant 9: And the positive would be my family, like encouraging me and my 

mom having to constantly emphasise the self-care. 

 

Participant 5: She'll sit with me and be like, just clear out your emails and get up to 

date on emails. You don't need to watch a lecture, but if you just clear out your 

emails it's one step closer. 
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 One participant stated that the desire to leave home motivated her to perform well 

academically and eventually obtain a university qualification:  

 

Participant 6: Well, the things that are motivating me to actually do my work is the 

fact that I actually want to leave home and sort of go somewhere and just start 

something on my own. I can’t do that if I don’t have money or a qualification. So 

that's basically my biggest motivation to do my work. 

 

4.7.2 Internal factors  

 There are various internal factors that impacted the academic performance and 

engagement of students. One of these factors was self-efficacy. Participants stated that their 

confidence in their abilities positively influenced their approach and attitude towards their 

academics: 

 

Participant 5: I’m much more confident in my abilities as a student. I would say the 

biggest would be confidence in myself and my abilities. 

 

Participant 3: It definitely did. In order to move forward or achieve certain stuff, 

believing that you can do it is a very big portion of what helps you to get where you 

want to be. 

 

 The confidence that students have in their capabilities motivated them to be more 

determined and hard-working. Furthermore, participants also stated that they set high personal 

standards for themselves to achieve more than average academically:  
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Participant 2: I would do a task I would always try to aim for 80s or 90s and when 

I see that mark it just pushes me harder for the next task. Just to keep up with that 

level and standard. That also helped me a lot. 

 

Participant 9: Yeah, like I said, there's a certain standard in which I put for myself 

. 

Participant 7: Those are the things that I won’t be average or be referred to as the 

average person. I usually think of that and, also, I'm more focused on things that 

may seem impossible. 

 

Participant 8: I am I perfectionist. So, for me to feel positive, I need to know, I'm 

giving my all and it's sort of paying off and I’m being rewarded for it, I'm getting 

the right marks, etc. 

 

 One participant expressed that, when they do not achieve their set goals, they tend to 

doubt their capabilities. This resulted in increased feelings of anxiety and them feeling 

overwhelmed.  

 

Participant 9: Yes, that's exactly how I do it. Because I usually set a certain standard 

for myself. And, if I don't meet that, that results into self-doubt… It could be that. 

I don't think there's anything that besides of the fact that I, I tend to criticise myself 

a lot and that I get, like, anxious very quickly, like, overwhelmed. 

 

 Another internal factor mentioned was procrastination. One participant stated that 

procrastinating hindered them from engaging with their work:   
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Participant 6: What hindered is the fact that I take a very long time to actually my 

work. 

 

 In terms of intrinsic motivation, participants stated that pushing themselves instead of 

relying on external motivation helped them to work hard and increased their academic 

independence:  

 

Participant 3: Definitely pushing myself. No one can believe in you like you can so 

at the end of the day it all matters on how you handle it and how much you desire 

to achieve something. So, it would definitely be my desire to reach certain heights, 

which really pushed me a lot this year. 

 

Participant 1: That came from the past two years. I hated not being in school. I hated 

like cause I looked at matric. I took education for granted then and that’s when I 

had everything. Like my parents had the money, they had it all. So, the past two 

years after school…that’s what really drove me this whole year. 

 

Participant 2: Obviously the support helped, and it just gave me that extra push but 

with or without their support I had to still make sure that I had all my work done 

and I was prepared for tests and all my assignments. 

 

Participant 5: I will say I'm quite independent as a student.  I don't necessarily need 

them for a lot. Like if I do have a bad day or get a bad result or something like that, 

I'll go chat to them, but I can kind of bounce back on my own quite easily. So, I 

don't rely on them for stuff like that. 
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 Stress and anxiety were other internal factors that impacted on the academic 

performance of participants in this study. One participant mentioned that it mostly impacted 

them during tests or assignments. Another participant stated that the stress and anxiety they 

experienced often led to them isolating themselves socially:  

 

Participant 2: So, I would say stress and anxiety. That impacted on me a lot, 

especially about an assignment or a test. 

 

 Participant 9: It’s the fact that I get stressed very quickly and easily. So, when I do 

that, I tend to like distance myself from everything else because if I'm not doing 

assignments and stuff, I'm like stressing. 

 

  The above responses provide evidence that external factors, such as external 

motivation, and environmental factors all influence the academic performance of students. 

With respect to internal factors, factors such as self-efficacy, personal goals, and standards, as 

well as intrinsic motivation impact the manner in which students approach their work. 

  

4.8. Secondary Education  

 Participants were asked about their high school education and if they felt that it 

adequately prepared them for university.  

4.8.1. University preparation  

 One participant felt that their high school prepared them for university, while others 

emphasised that they do not think that they were adequately prepared for university by their 

high schools. Many felt that not enough attention was given to informing students about the 

expectations at university and many felt that, if they had been prepared, they would have been 

aware of what is expected of them when they arrived at university:   
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Participant 2: I feel like it definitely did. 

 

Participant 8: Not in the slightest. I think in our school they're focused on so many 

things. It did prepare me, but not adequately at all. Because they focus on petty 

things. 

 

Participant 6: No, no. Maybe the quality of learning, yes, and everything else was 

not helpful in preparing us for varsity cause in schoolteachers literally spoon feed 

us everything. 

 

Participant 9: And, I do believe had I been taught that in high school it was not 

going to be such a train smash for me in university. 

 

Participant 7: I don't think so actually. In terms of maybe teaching, they were just 

doing their job. They taught and you stayed in class for eight, nine hours, and all 

those extra whatever. But in terms of helping with the transition from high school 

to university, I wouldn't say so. No. 

 

Participant 5: We had a whole ton of that but when I actually think about it they 

benefited nothing because they don't actually, and it goes back to my earlier point, 

like, they don't actually tell you what university is like. 

 

Participant 4: No. I feel like in high school it was babysitting most of the time. For 

12 years you’re treated like a child, so you get used to the rate of learning which is 

slow compared to university.  
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 In many cases, the secondary education that students received determines how easy or 

difficult their transition from high school into university felt. The above findings indicate that 

inadequate preparation often left students feeling anxious and pressured when they arrive at 

university. Results also show that participants felt that, if they were adequately prepared for 

what to expect at university, they would have had a better understanding of the university. 

 

4.9. Sources of Support  

 There were two types of social support mentioned by the participants, namely social 

and academic support.  

4.9.1. Social support  

 The forms of social support received by the participants included support from their 

family and friends. This support was given in the form of encouragement, motivation, and 

advice, which helped participants cope with academic pressure:   

 

Participant 9: And the positive would be my family, like encouraging me and my 

mom having to constantly emphasize the self-care. 

 

Participant 5: My family and friends are super supportive and, when I’m 

succeeding, they will cheer the loudest so I’m fortunate in that regard. 

Participant 8:  So, my parents were very supportive and my friends who were at 

varsity with me were also very supportive because obviously we all in the same 

boat. 

 

Participant 3: Most definitely. There are many times I would just end up crying 

because of academic pressure but surprisingly my family, especially my mom was 
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there to comfort me and tell me everyone goes through this. I definitely had a very 

good support system. 

 

Participant 1: Well, I have cousins who were in varsity before me, although it's not 

the same varsity. They're at the University of Johannesburg. They did actually help 

me in terms of varsity and how it works and everything. 

 

Participant 2: Yes, I definitely feel like I did. With my studies and stuff, I would 

say in the first semester my anxiety was really bad, and even in the second semester. 

So, getting that support really helped me to push through and get through each and 

every assignment and test or exam that I had. 

 

 Participants also highlighted financial support, reporting that that the finances of their 

families allowed them to enrol at university and buy the things they needed:  

 

Participant 5: Support from like family and friends. My mom's super supportive. 

She's just like, not as like outward about it. Financially, there's been more support 

than I could have ever thought of and it's also a case of well, if you want to do 

postgraduate, we'll look towards funding, but if we don't get funding, you can’t do 

your post-grad. 

 

Participant 4: Yeah. I don’t have money to use while I’m waiting for NSFAS or a 

sponsor to come around, so they tried every avenue to get me settled. So, they’re 

very supportive. 
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 Although students received support from their friends and family, a few also mentioned 

a lack of support. One participant stated that, because of the age difference between her and 

her siblings, they did not understand her academic experiences. Another participant commented 

on their family not being interested or involved in their academics, and another added that their 

parents are not that involved in their studies:  

 

Participant 8: My siblings, not so much. I’m the youngest, and my siblings, those 

who went to university have done so a while ago, so they don't understand the online 

thing. 

 

Participant 7: Yeah, I think that some of the reason I came back to Cape Town was 

because of my family. I’m not someone who likes to be surrounded by family. I 

grew up in certain conditions. It would have an impact in a way, but it was that I 

wanted to leave sooner. I know we open on the 14th of February, but I was like 

nope I’m out. So, I’m quite happy I don’t receive the calls I used to receive. 

 

Participant 6: My family not as much because my parents are also working. My 

mom works from home. So, she's busy most of the time and after work she’s tired. 

I don’t live with my dad. My parents didn't necessarily involve themselves in my 

studies. 

 

4.9.2. Academic support  

 Participants were asked if they received any academic support and, if yes, then in what 

form they received it and how it impacted them. The responses show that participants received 

academic support from mentors as well as their tutors:  
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Participant 3: I think it was called the first-year experience. I had a mentor group. 

We were very small and intimate and that helped a lot because those were people 

who actually understood what you were going through as a UWC student. And one 

of my tutors. 

 

Participant 6: I reached out to almost all my tutors, and maybe three or four of my 

lecturers when I don't understand something. So, I did reach out to them. 

 

Participant 1: I was a part of the mentorship program the whole year so that…like 

every week we had something who just checked in on how’s school, do you need 

help. He gave us so many resources…even now and his duties are done he’s still 

sending things like guys check your emails, here’s a job poster, they’re providing 

services here, this is how you contact the writing centre, this is how you contact 

CSS. 

 

Participant 2: I definitely made use of the tutorials and I feel like that really helped 

me. That definitely helped me a lot. 

 

Participant 5: I reached out to like my tutors for basically every module I was like, 

help and they were super helpful. 

 

Participant 4: There was this lady who was like a Master’s psychology student who 

was a student counsellor that helped students at or res. I made use of that and at the 

time I was at the verge of failing.so I’m grateful for her. 
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 Participants also reached out to their fellow peers for help when needed, by engaging 

in study groups. They also contacted their lecturers when they needed support: 

  

Participant 9:  I also have like, study buddies as well. 

 

Participant 7: I had approached lecturers but since we are a group of students, we 

usually used the groups to ask if anyone understands and you’d take it from there. 

Maybe in the group, then I understand. That's how they usually do things. 

 

Participant 4: I met some friends, and it was people studying the same program as 

me. It was easy to talk to them because they can relate. 

 

 The support that students received positively impacted their academic progress. The 

results indicate that, when students receive support from those in their personal environment, 

it motivates them and further provides clarity for when they engage with academic tasks. It is 

also evident that, when students do not receive any support from those around them, they are 

forced to navigate the academic process alone. Findings show that receiving academic support 

in the form of assistance and guidance helps students to achieve academically.  

 

4.10. Conclusion   

This chapter presented the results and findings of this study. The chapter that follows 

presents a discussion and analysis of the findings derived from this study.  
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Chapter Five: Discussion, Recommendations, and Conclusion 

 

5.1. Introduction  

 This chapter starts with discussing the key findings in relation to the broader theoretical 

framework of the study, Ecological Systems Theory. The presentation of the chapter further 

demonstrates that the research question has been answered. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of the limitations of the study, recommendations for both policymakers and 

researchers, and suggestions for further research.  

 

5.2 Discussion of the Study’s Key Findings  

 This study aimed to explore the psychosocial factors impacting undergraduate students’ 

academic performance at a South African university. The findings shed light on the impact the 

identified psychosocial factors had on first- and second-year university students during their 

first year of university. Three objectives were identified to answer both the main question and 

the aim of this study. These were: 

1. To explore the psychosocial factors that impact the academic performance of 

undergraduate students; 

2. To investigate the psychosocial factors that assist undergraduate students in performing 

well at university; and 

3. To explore the factors that hinder undergraduate students from reaching their academic 

goals. 

 To answer the research question and meet the objectives of this study, individual 

interviews were conducted with first- and second-year university students at a South African 

university. A semi-structured interview guide consisting of open-ended questions was used to 

gather data. The results of this study are discussed in this chapter in relation to the research 

question and research objectives outlined in Chapter one.  
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 The psychosocial factors identified that impact undergraduate students’ academic 

performance in this study are coping strategies, academic transition, adjustment, self-efficacy, 

academic overload, internal and external motivation, academic and social support and 

interaction, the COVID-19 pandemic, and secondary education. Existing literature has 

identified psychosocial factors that impact psychosocial factors to be adjustment, academic 

motivation, self-efficacy, resilience, and social support (Frazier et al., 2019; Sommer & 

Dumont, 2011). A study conducted by Fennie et al. (2020) identified that the psychosocial 

factors that impacted on the academic performance of students included transition/adjustment, 

social interaction, help-seeking abilities, social support, scholarship support, motivation and 

self-efficacy, academic support, economic status or background, perceived stress, and 

homesickness. It can thus be inferred that the findings of this study are consistent with available 

literature. 

Students employed self-regulatory academic and personal coping strategies to manage 

academic demands, whilst maintaining their well-being. Existing research asserts that common 

coping strategies include being more time-oriented and making use of scheduling to ensure that 

enough time is allocated to academic activities (Babicka-Wirkus et al., 2021; Engelbrecht et 

al., 2020). The results of this study are, therefore, consistent with existing literature. The 

academic coping strategies and learning techniques used by students helped them feel less 

overwhelmed and positively impacted their academic engagement and performance. The 

physical learning activities students undertook and their engagement in study groups further 

assisted them in understanding their work, thereby improving their performance. 

Personal strategies, such as celebrating academic achievements and receiving 

encouragement from family and friends, motivated students to perform well academically. 

Existing studies have found that this support reduced the amount of stress experienced by 

students in their studies and further improved their well-being (Babicka-Wirkus et al., 2021; 
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Engelbrecht et al. 2020; Turashvili & Japaridze, 2013). Bronfenbrenner (1994) stated that the 

processes which promote development depend on the structure and content of the microsystems 

in an individual’s life. Mendoza et al. (2015) further state that an individual’s microsystem may 

affect their transition into the university environment and impact their academic performance. 

A student’s surroundings, therefore, impacts how they cope with academic pressures as the 

support and guidance that they receive from family and friends may positively impact their 

development and, thus, allow them to use correct coping strategies. 

According to Alkiş and Temizel (2018), the role of motivation in online learning has 

gained more attention recently, since the interaction between students and lecturers has 

changed due to students’ academic performance being subjected to changes in the learning 

environment. The confinement of students to their homes for extended periods resulted in 

motivation playing a defining role in students’ desire to perform well academically. Motivation 

is a crucial factor for student and academic success since it pushes students to strive to achieve 

(Barton et al., 2021; Ferriz-Valero et al., 2020; Tokan & Imakulata, 2019). Participants 

experienced both extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, which impacted their overall academic 

performance. Externally, students were motivated to achieve and set higher academic goals for 

themselves by their peers' academic achievement and success, as well as the encouragement 

they received from their families.  

In contrast, the sense of responsibility that students felt towards their work and the 

future that they wanted for themselves, motivated them to rely on themselves when it came to 

their academic performance. Tokan and Imakulata (2019) found that intrinsic motivation, such 

as interests, ideals, and ability, directly influenced the learning behaviour of students and 

motivated them to engage with their academic work. The results of this study support these 

findings, as students appeared to rely on their abilities and drive to motivate themselves to 

achieve.  
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Adjusting to the university environment is a daunting experience, especially for 

incoming students. The first year is typically the hardest since the environment is very new to 

students coming from high school or a gap year. In this study, students expressed that they 

experienced a new level of academic independence when they first arrived at university. 

Haktanir et al. (2021) state that university is often a place where students not only start 

developing their interests and abilities, but also start acquiring the necessary skills and 

knowledge they need to succeed in their prospective careers. The meso-systems of university 

students are often a combination of their home and their academic environment 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Evans et al. (2011) noted that, if students are unable to adapt to their 

unfamiliar environment, they may have difficulty succeeding in it. The adjustment of students 

into the university environment is, therefore, crucial as it directly impacts their university 

transition experience and overall academic performance.  

Students’ orientation experience was significant in their adjustment to university. Those 

who have a positive orientation experience feel prepared and enthusiastic about starting with 

their new academic work. In contrast, those who do not have a good orientation experience 

may feel overwhelmed and uncertain. A study conducted by Colucci and Grebing (2020) found 

there to be a significant relationship between participating in new student orientation and 

student success. While the goal of orientation is to assist students to become familiarised with 

the university environment and their new academic responsibilities, students can have differing 

orientation experiences.  

The COVID-19 pandemic impacted the first-year experience of the first- andsecond-

year students who participated in this research study. Results show that the transition to online 

learning was unfamiliar to students, often leaving them feeling anxious and unprepared. A 

study by Nyar (2021) argues that students have had to navigate through the transition to online 

learning while also adjusting to the new living conditions and social restrictions. Nyar (2021) 
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further highlights that South African students had to transition to online learning with little 

preparation and training. Due to orientation and classes being online and remote, students had 

limited contact with their lecturers. Prolonged and delayed responses from lecturers and tutors 

left students feeling stressed, as they were not receiving the support and academic guidance 

that they needed from lecturers and tutors.  

The various lockdown restrictions imposed to prevent the spread of COVID-19 meant 

that individuals had to work from home and students had to attend classes online. The lack of 

privacy, constant disruptions, and distractions that students experienced strongly affected their 

academic engagement. Many students had to work during late hours at night and, those who 

had home responsibilities, often neglected their academic responsibilities to fulfil their duties 

within their homes. These findings are supported by the findings of a study conducted by 

Hensley et al. (2022) who found that, because of the response of the government and 

universities to the global pandemic, students were forced to abandon their campus living 

arrangements, isolate from their peers, and study in new and distracting environments.  

Processes that do not directly include students, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, show 

how the exo-, macro-, and chrono-system further impact the academic performance of students. 

Events that determine what occurs in the setting that does contain students, broader societal 

values, political trends, and community practices, and the transitions and shifts that occur in a 

student’s lifespan, all influence the academic performance of university students (Mulisa, 2019; 

Onwuegbuzie et al., 2013; Lowe & Dotterer, 2018). 

Increased feelings of isolation, disconnectedness, and depressive symptoms were 

additional products of the COVID-19 pandemic, as students felt stuck within their homes and 

did not experience any other interactions during this time. Haikalis et al. (2022) found that 

challenges, such as loneliness experienced during online learning, are linked with an increase 

in anxiety and depressive symptoms. Overall, these external factors directly affected how well 
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students faired academically. Byrd and Mckinney (2012) agree with Bronfenbrenner that 

multiple factors operating at various levels, such as the individual and interpersonal levels, all 

impact the overall development of a student. It is, therefore, clear that the ecological system of 

students must be considered to fully understand their personal and academic development 

(Bronfenbrenner 1979; Leonard, 2011). 

 The belief that students in this study had in their own capabilities (i.e., their level of 

self-efficacy), positively influenced their attitude and approach towards their academic work. 

Students who had high confidence in their abilities and capabilities to perform their academic 

tasks and excel, were motivated to work hard. Responses from students show that, when 

students saw that they reached the academic goals they set for themselves, it motivated them 

to retain that standard. Gutiérrez and Tomás (2019) found that there was a positive relationship 

between academic self-efficacy and the academic success of the students. Alhadabi and 

Karpinski (2020) also found that self-efficacy positively impacted student goal orientations and 

proficiency in these goals. It can, therefore, be deduced that an elevated level of self-efficacy 

may positively academic performance and promote student success (Alhadabi & Karpinski, 

2020). 

 The results of this study suggest that the quality of secondary education that students 

received impacted on how prepared they felt when they started university. Students who felt 

prepared in high school were more aware of the expectations of university. In contrast, students 

who came from disadvantaged high schools and who did not feel prepared, experienced a more 

difficult transition when faced with new academic requirements and expectations. Research by 

Alverson et al. (2019) indicates that students who engaged in transition services and 

programmes through their high schools were more certain of their post-school goals and were 

also more successful in making the transition from high school to university. Conversely, 

students who attend high schools in disadvantaged areas, which do not have the resources and 
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capacity to prepare learners for university, may have a different experience. The transition that 

students have to make from high school and their home environments to unfamiliar 

surroundings, such as university and student life, depicts the links between the various 

mesosystems. Bronfenbrenner (1994) states that, within Ecological Systems Theory, it is 

believed that the interactions between students and their micro-systems shape their educational 

experiences and subsequent development. Therefore, students who are well prepared for 

university during their secondary education have the skills and insight needed to transition 

easily and perform well academically.  

 There is a continuous interaction between students and the various environments they 

find themselves in. The experiences of students within these environments thus affect their 

well-being and their academic performance. Results of this study show that support is a factor 

that affects both the social and academic aspects of a student’s life. When students receive 

support from within their environment, their motivation increases and, subsequently, so does 

their academic engagement and performance. A study by Li et al. (2018) found that students 

with high social support tend to have higher levels of self-esteem, which positively influences 

their academic achievement. Similarly, students who receive academic support from academic 

staff felt that it was a significant help and assisted them in their academic performance. 

Gutiérrez and Tomás (2019) asserted that the support of educators had a direct effect on the 

academic self-efficacy of students and improved their academic engagement. Another study 

conducted by Dupont et al. (2015) found that, when students feel they have support from 

academic staff and feel that they have been prepared to achieve a task, they consider this 

relationship as important and useful as their own belief in their abilities increases.  

The processes which affect the development of an individual vary, but work as a joint 

function of the characteristics of the developing individual (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). The 

immediate and more remote environments in which the processes occur, the nature of the 



http://etd.uwc.ac.za/

  84 
 

development which takes place, and the changes which occur during an individual’s life, show 

how these processes vary and work together to impact and shape an individual. Similarly, the 

support that students receive within their home environment and the university environment 

impacts their development and, subsequently, their academic achievement.   

 Just as there are factors that assist students in performing academically, there are factors 

that hinder students from reaching their desired academic goals. Procrastination and feelings 

of demotivation often hindered students from effectively engaging with their academic work. 

Procrastinating often prolonged academic engagement, which led to students being 

overwhelmed by the amount of work they had to complete in the limited amount of time they 

had available. Feelings of demotivation further impacted students’ level of engagement. As a 

result of students having less time available to complete academic tasks, due to procrastination 

and demotivation, many students experienced an increase in anxiety and stress. Increased levels 

of stress and anxiety also occurred during test or examination periods. The increase in stress 

and feelings of anxiety often resulted in students isolating themselves when they felt 

overwhelmed. Being anxious and stressed out impacted how well students performed on tests 

and the quality of their tasks and assignments.  

Another external factor linked to the difficulties that students experienced with the 

transition to online learning, was load shedding and/or the unavailability of internet 

connectivity. A study by Al-Kumain et al. (2021) found that one of the key factors for 

implementing online learning technology is the availability of speedy internet connectivity. 

Loadshedding, which occurred across the country, impacted students’ ability to attend and keep 

up with their online classes and assignments. The unavailability of electricity also meant that 

students did not have access to the internet and were unavailable to submit assignments and 

complete online tests. A study by Hadwin et al. (2022) found that pandemic-related stressors 
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added to existing academic challenges amongst students who have difficulty monitoring and 

adapting their learning strategies to keep up with academic demands.  

The changes that have taken place in university students’ lives as the result of events 

taking place during this time, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, show how time and transitions 

impact students and their academic engagement (Leonard, 2011; Lowe & Dotterer, 2018). The 

abovementioned depicts how the chrono-system and the changes that occur in the lives of 

students because of external events impacts their actions and how university students navigate 

their way through unfamiliar situations.  

 Students in this study expressed that the new academic workload was challenging and 

affected their academic results in their different modules. Additionally, this new workload 

placed an increased amount of stress and pressure on students. Students often experienced 

symptoms of burnout and were overwhelmed by the amount of work they had to complete, and 

the limited time allocated to various tasks and assignments. This resulted in students not giving 

enough attention to certain assignments to complete other more important tasks. These findings 

are similar to the results of a study conducted by Ajani and Gamede (2020), which found that 

having to cope with a new academic workload is burning students out. Furthermore, a high 

academic workload is a serious challenge for students, especially when they are not supported 

in adjusting to the workload (Ajani & Gamede, 2020).  

The results of this study indicated that various internal and external factors influence 

the academic experience and success of undergraduate students. To cope with the academic 

adjustment and transition, there were several factors and strategies which assisted students to 

excel academically. Factors such as social support helped facilitate academic achievement. In 

contrast, a lack of support, demotivation, stress, and a low sense of self-efficacy hindered 

students from attaining the results they wanted. Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic and 

subsequent lockdown, negatively impacted the transition experience of students, as it brought 
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about additional challenges. These included a lack of interaction between lecturers and 

students, a lack of academic support, and difficulties relating to the transition to online learning. 

Existing literature further supports the findings of this study and illustrates that there are 

various psychosocial factors, including the ones highlighted in this study, that strongly affect 

the academic performance of undergraduate students.  

 

5.3. Limitations of the Study  

 This study is not without limitations. This study had a small sample size, which means 

that results cannot be generalised across the undergraduate student population. Additionally, 

only students in first- and second-years of study were included as participants. Another 

limitation of this study is that, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, individual interviews had to be 

conducted online. This made access to students more difficult, as not all students had access to 

the internet. Factors such as reflexivity were also difficult to ascertain during the data collection 

process. Furthermore, due to the volatile nature of the internet connection, the flow of some of 

the interviews was interrupted by abrupt internet dysconnectivity. Lastly, because interviews 

were conducted online, issues such as background noise impacted the transcribing process. 

However, it must be added that this did not impact the analysis and quality of the results 

obtained.  

 

5.4. Recommendations for Future Research 

 This research study solely reflects the findings of results obtained from undergraduate 

students at one university. It is, therefore, recommended that further research exploring the 

psychosocial factors impacting the academic performance of undergraduate students be 

conducted at other South African universities. Another recommendation is that further research 

is conducted with students in other years of study. This could allow for a better understanding 
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of the experiences of a larger population of university students. Additionally, a quantitative 

study could be undertaken and conducted across higher education institutions in South Africa. 

Further research should also be conducted on the impact of COVID-19 on the lives and well-

being of university students. This information may be used to implement additional 

interventions and provide students with resources aimed at improving their academic 

performance and mental well-being during this pandemic. The findings of this study also 

warrant further support from staff and during orientation, as well as interventions  from higher 

education institutions and the relevant stakeholders to ensure that undergraduate students are 

equipped with the necessary skills and resources needed to perform well academically and 

within the university environment.  

  

5.5 Contribution of the Study  

 The findings of the study highlight the impact that psychosocial factors have on the 

academic performance of undergraduate students at university. The results of the study 

indicated that psychosocial factors directly affect the academic performance of students, as 

both internal and external factors were highlighted along with their influence on their academic 

engagement and subsequent performance of undergraduate students. The individual interviews 

conducted with the participants provided rich data and valuable insight into the experiences of 

students, and the various strategies that students used to navigate their way through their first-

year journey at university.  

 This study further highlighted the strong influence of environmental and societal 

factors, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, on the university experience of students. The 

information collected in this study offers insight into how the pandemic, restrictions, and 

transition to remote learning affected the university experience of students, whilst also 

confirming that factors outside of the control of students directly affect them. The 
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comprehensive review of existing literature shows that further research must be undertaken in 

South African universities during the COVID-19 pandemic to fill the potential gap that exists 

within the current literature. This study adds to the body of knowledge on contributing factors 

to academic failure and academic success, and can be used to avail the necessary resources, 

such as institutional and academic support, to students who may require it. 

 

5.6. Conclusion  

The study aimed to explore the psychosocial factors impacting the academic 

performance of undergraduate students at a South African university. It is evident from the 

findings that psychosocial factors strongly affect the academic performance of undergraduate 

students. Although attention has been drawn to the many psychosocial that affect student 

success in South African universities, there is still a need for further research on these factors. 

The findings of this study may be used by academic staff who teach undergraduate students at 

university to improve the various forms of psychosocial support that they provide to students 

during their stressful first- and second-years at university. Further research ought to be 

conducted to ensure that more avenues of support for students are made available. Further 

studies would shed more light on the considerable impact that psychosocial factors have on 

students, which could facilitate the creation and implementation of services and programmes 

that might assist first- and second-year undergraduate students to perform well academically. 

This is especially important considering the high drop-out rates of students from universities 

in South Africa. 
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Appendix C: Participant Information Sheet 

 

 
UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2453 Fax: 27 21-959 3515 

 

 

 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

 

Project Title: Exploring the psychosocial impacting undergraduate students’ academic 

performance at a South African University 

What is this study about?  

This is a research project conducted by Yolanda Mayman, an MA Research Psychology student 

at the University of the Western Cape. We invite you to participate in this research study as 

you hold relevant information of the topic under investigation. The purpose of this study is to 

explore the impact of psychosocial factors on the academic performance of undergraduate 

students in university.  

What will I be asked to do if I agree to participate? 

As a participant in this study, you have been selected as you meet the inclusion criteria for this 

study, which includes being registered at the university, being a first or second-year student 

and being between the ages of 18 to 25 years of age. You will be asked to participate in an 

online individual interview session. The interview will include discussions on some of the 

challenges you may have experienced in your first year of university.  

Would my participation in this study be kept confidential? 

The researcher agrees to protect your identity and the nature of your contribution to the study. 

To ensure anonymity your name will be replaced with a pseudonym within the collected data 

and analysis write-up.  By using a pseudonym, the researcher will be able to link your interview 

to your identity, and only the researcher will have access to the identification key. To ensure 

confidentiality, transcribed interviews will be secured by password-protected computer files. 

If a report or article is produced about this research project your identity will be protected. 

What are the risks of this research? 

All human interactions and talking about self or others carry some amount of risks. As such all 

research carries some risk. We will nevertheless minimise such risks and act promptly to assist 

you if you experience any discomfort, psychological or otherwise during the process of your 

participation in this study. Where necessary, an appropriate referral will be made to a suitable 

professional for further assistance or intervention.   
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What are the benefits of this research? 

This research study may not benefit you personally. However, your contribution to this study 

will help further research into the area of psychosocial factors and their impact on academic 

performance of university students. In doing so it will assist in the development of strategies 

and support structures to assist future undergraduate students in pursuing higher education and 

in their overall academic performance. 

Do I have to be in this research, and may I stop participating at any time?   

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part at 

all. If you decide to participate in this research, you may stop participating at any time. If you 

decide not to participate in this study or if you stop participating at any time, you will not be 

penalised or lose any benefits to which you otherwise qualify.  

What if I have questions? 

This research is being conducted by Yolanda Mayman at the University of the Western Cape. 

If you have any questions about the research study itself, please contact Yolanda Mayman at: 

071 679 8626 or 3570478@myuwc.ac.za 

Should you have any questions regarding this study and your rights as a research participant or 

if you wish to report any problems you have experienced related to the study, please contact: 

 

Professor Kelvin Mwaba 

University of the Western Cape 

Private Bag X17 

Bellville 7535 

kmwaba@uwc.ac.za 

 

Prof Anita Padmanabhanunni 

Head of Department  

University of the Western Cape 

Private Bag X17 

Bellville 7535  

apadmana@uwc.ac.za     

 

Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee 

University of the Western Cape 

Robert Sobukwe Road 

Top Floor - C Block, Room 28 

Private Bag X17 

mailto:kmwaba@uwc.ac.za
mailto:apadmana@uwc.ac.za
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Bellville 7535 

021 959 4111 

research-ethics@uwc.ac.za  

This research has been approved by the University of the Western Cape’s Humanities and 

Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee. (REFERENCE NUMBER: HS20/9/41) 
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Appendix D: Pre-screening Questionnaire 

 

 
UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2453 Fax: 27 21-959 3515 

 

 

 

Title of Research Project: Exploring the psychosocial factors impacting undergraduate 

students’ academic performance at a South African University 

The aim of this study is to explore the impact of psychosocial factors on the academic 

performance of undergraduate students at a South African university. More specifically, the 

study aims to explore negative and positive psychosocial factors which assist or hinder 

students in their academic performance. This purpose of this questionnaire is for the 

screening of individuals who may be interested in being a part of this research project. It is 

also to seek out individuals who fully meet the study criteria. Upon potential participants 

completing the questionnaire, they will be invited to be participants in the study.  

Kindly select your most suitable response to the questions below by inserting a X in the left 

blank block next to your answer.  

For example : Are you a first-year student?  

1. Are you a first or second year student? 

 

 

2. Are you between the ages of 18-25 years? 

 

 

3. What is your gender? 

X Yes 

 No 

 First year student 

 Second year 

student 

 Yes 

 No 
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5. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, online individual interviews will be conducted. Are you 

willing to participate in this format of discussion? 

 

 

6. Do you have access to a stable internet connection? 

 

 

 

  

 Male  

 Female  

 Other  

 Yes 

 No 

 Yes 

 No 
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Appendix E: Consent Form 

 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2453, Fax: 27 21-959 3515 

 

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

Title of Research Project:  Exploring the psychosocial factors impacting undergraduate 

students’ academic performance at a South African University 

 

The study has been described to me in language that I understand. My questions about the study 

have been answered. I understand what my participation will involve, and I agree to participate 

of my own choice and free will. I understand that my identity will not be disclosed to anyone. 

I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason and 

without fear of negative consequences or loss of benefits. I understand that the discussion will 

be audio recorded and consent to the recording of the discussion. I hereby give my consent to 

participate in this study. 

 

Participant’s name …………………….. 

Participant’s signature… …………………………….            

Date……………………… 
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Appendix F: Demographic Information 

 
 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 
Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2453 Fax: 27 21-959 3515 

 

 

 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

 

Gender: ……………………………… 

Age: ……………………………… 

Race: ……………………………… 

Location of residence: ……………………………………………………………… 
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Appendix G: Semi-Structured Interview Schedule 

1. What made you decide to come to university? 

2. Could you describe to me how the transition from high school to university was for you? 

3. Did you feel supported by your family and those around you? 

4. Are there any other sources of support that have you received? How has this helped you? 

5. What has been the hardest challenges in this first year? 

6. What are some of the things that have helped you in terms of your academic performance? 

7. Which internal factors would you say have had the biggest impact your academic 

performance? 

8. Which external factors would you say have had the biggest impact your academic 

performance? 

9. How have these factors impacted your academic performance? 

10. Which factors would you say positively impacted your academic performance and why? 

11. Which factors would you say negatively impacted your academic performance and why? 

12. What has helped you cope in this first year? 

13. How has the COVID-19 pandemic impacted your academic performance during this year 

14. Overall, how would you describe your first year at university? 
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