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seCtion a: introduction
1. intRodUCtion

in 2016, the DVC: Academic introduced several 
Apex projects to address the main goals in the 
University of the Western Cape’s institutional 
operating Plan (IoP) 2016–2020. The First Year 
Experience (FYE) initiative at UwC is one pillar 
of the operation student success Apex project. 
The FYE is a new initiative that was formally 
established in 2018. The focus of the FYE is 
to foster a successful undergraduate student 
experience through strategic programming 
that focuses on a positive university transition 
which supports retention and academic 
success. Through partnerships with faculties, 
departments, units, staff and student leaders, 
we envisage the FYE creating the space for 
students to define how they will engage, learn 
and succeed at the University of the Western 
Cape.

Aim:
The aim is to provide student-centred initiatives 
to enhance first-year (FY) student transition and 
a quality student experience, thereby enabling 
students to stay and succeed at UWC.

Objectives:
•  To build a sense of community and connected-

ness with the institution;
•  To provide a holistic approach to promote and 

support first-year retention and success;
•  To promote academic integration between 

staff and students;
•  To promote social integration between 

students and peers;
•  To provide a safe, inclusive and quality FYE.

in order to ensure that intentional and student-
centred support was offered to all our first-year 
students, it was crucial, as a first-step strategy, for 
the institution to gain an in-depth and enhanced 
understanding of the first-year students entering 
UwC. An online survey was conducted with first-
time entry first-year students at UWC prior to 
the start of the 2019 academic programme. The 
outcome of the survey informed our strategic 
action plan to support student retention and 
success at the first-year level and beyond. This 
report was compiled from data received from 
the online survey.
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2. BACkgRoUnd to FYE initiAtiVE

The student population at South African 
universit ies has rapidly transformed to 
accommodate a more diverse social and 
economic grouping. The widening of access to 
higher education institutions in South Africa 
has created a challenge in understanding 
incoming students’ levels of preparedness and 
academic needs, especially 
in their first year of study. 
First-year retention studies 
have revealed that the greatest 
amount of academic failure 
and attrition occurs in the 
first year of study. Students’ 
expectation of their perceived 
university experience could 
have a significant impact on 
their participation at university and could 
also be a key deciding factor in whether a 
student decides to continue or drop out of 
first-year studies (Pather, Norodien-Fataar, 
Cupido & Mkonto, 2017). Nelson, Clarke, kift 
and Creagh (2011) argue that the impact of 
diversity on students’ first-year experience is 

not adequately understood and that further 
research is required to understand how student 
diversity adds value to the first-year experience 
of all students. Further studies conducted on 
student expectation reveal that many students 
enter university with unrealistic expectations 
of university life, such as social and academic 

integration (Pather & Dorasamy, 
2018), awareness of course 
selection (McInnes, hartley, 
Polesel & Teese, 2000), generic 
skills needed (Bamforth, 2010), 
value of assessments (Penn-
Edwards, 2010) and managing 
workloads and self-study (Van 
der Meer, Jansen & Torenbeek, 
2010). Tinto, Goodsell-Love 

and Russo (1993) stress that the students’ 
personal-university environment fit plays an 
important role in student retention and the 
congruency between student expectation and 
university experience, which is a key cause of 
student drop-out. A recent study by Pather 
and Booi (2019) reveals a positive correlation 

2 181 out of 4 000  
first-time entry  

first-year students 
completed the online 

survey, a response  
rate of 54.5%.
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between students’ expectations with regard to 
their academic capabilities and their academic 
performance at university.

This document reports on a Pre-Entry First-
Year Expectation survey (Pather, 2015) which 
explores first-year students’ expectations of 
university engagement. Student engagement 
in this report refers to students’ involvement 
with academic and social activities inside and 
outside of the formal classroom which are likely 
to generate high-quality learning and student 
success (hu & kuh, 2001: 3).

The aim of this study is to gain a better 
understand ing  o f  who our  f i r s t -year 
undergraduate UwC students are and how 
we can best support them in their studies. The 
study investigated students’ profiles, pre-entry 
attributes and their initial expectations of 
academic and social integration at university.

This study utilised a case study approach to 
collect quantitative data. At the beginning 
of the academic year, students were invited 
to complete an online Pre-Entry First-Year 
Expectation survey. The link was emailed to 
all first-time entry, first-year undergraduate 
students at UWC. The survey consisted of 
two parts. Part one captured data on student 
characteristics. Part two consisted of 35 
expectation statements that made use of a 
five-point Likert scale that ranged from 5 being 
‘strongly agree’ to 1 being ‘strongly disagree’. 

Qualtrics, a data analysis software package, was 
used to collect and analyse data from the online 
survey. Ethical clearance was obtained from the 
institution’s research ethics committee. All first-
year students who were invited to complete the 
survey were fully informed about the purpose 
and integrity of the study.

A total of 2 181 out of 4 000 first-time entry 
first-year students completed the online survey. 
A response rate of 54.5% was thus obtained. 
The survey instrument was adapted and  
revised from Pather (2015) to accommodate 
UWC’s context. Section A of the survey 
collected information relating to students’ 
demographic and pre-entry attributes. These 
categories included gender, race, home 
language, prior schooling, university and career 
choice, and socio-economic characteristics.
section B of the survey focused on students’  
pre-entry expectations of university engage-
ment. These statements were grouped into  
five dimensions: Social integration, Academic 
skills, Academic support, Resourcefulness  
and Safety. A further text analysis provided 
anecdotal evidence gained from the open-
ended question on university expectations. 
Thematic analysis was done on the open-
ended question and clustered according to 
the following themes that emerged: personal 
responsibility, learning environments on  
campus and basic needs.

This report is  an account of the data  
gathered from the online survey, which 
will be addressed in two sections. The first 
section, Section A, covers the introduction 
and background of the FYE project, the study 
methodology and the literature review. The 
second section, section B, consists of five  
sub-sections: 1. First-year student demo-
graphic factors; 2. First-year students’ pre-entry 
attributes; 3. Readiness for university studies;  
4. First-year student expectations, with a 
focus on comparing first-year male and  
female students; and, 5. The conclusion of the 
study.
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Respondents’ geographical locations

seCtion B:  
results from the online survey

Figure 1 indicates the provinces from which 
our respondents travelled to study at UWC. 
it is noted that students travelled from all  
provinces to study in the Western Cape. The 
largest portion of 68% of the respondents 

came from the western Cape with the second 
and third-largest being Eastern Cape at 14% 
and Gauteng at 5%. The smallest portion of 
respondents came from the Free State, at 
1,5%.

1. FiRSt-YEAR StUdEntS’ dEmogRAPHiC FACtoRS
The following section describes the demographic and pre-entry attributes of the 2 181 first-year 
respondents who completed the online survey prior to starting their academic year at the University 
of the Western Cape.

1.1 First-Year Students’ Home Locations

Most first-year students at UWC are from the Western Cape.

Figure 1: Map oF First-Year respondents’ hoMe locations

Gender
Male identified Self-identifiedFemale identified
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1.2 First-Year Students’ Gender Profile

There are more female students enrolled in the first year of studies at UWC  
than male students.

Figure 2 provides a breakdown of the first-year 
respondents’ gender profile. From the total 
sample of respondents, 67% of the students 
identified themselves as female, with 32% were 
male identified and the remaining 1% responded 
as self-identified. Self-identified in this study 
refers to students who do not subscribe to 
the binary traditional (gender) man/woman 
identification categories and therefore identify 
themselves as gender fluid, gender binary  
or gender un-binary, and an additional sex 
category named pansexual. Some of the 
students also identified themselves according 
to their sexual orientation, for example, being 
‘gay’ or with a combination of sexual orientation 

and sex, for example, ‘gay male’. The gender 
profile of the study sample is consistent with  
the university’s male and female student 
enrolment figures. The enrolment of female 
students at UWC seems to be increasing at 
a much higher rate than the male student 
enrolment. The national data on university 
enrolment figures from 2003 to 2013 also 
indicates that the gender profile in South African 
higher education has changed significantly.  
In 2013, 58% of the students in the total head-
count enrolment were female (ChE, 2013). The 
imbalance in enrolments in higher education  
has shifted towards women, as noted speci-
fically in this study.

Figure 2: gender proFile oF respondents

gender

Gender Total

Female identified

Male identified

Self-identified

2 176 (100%)

1 458 (67%)

690 (32%)

28 (1%)



UWC FirST YEAr ExPEriEnCE -  SEriES 1 9

1.3 First-Year Students’ Race Profile

The majority of the first-year students at UWC can be classified as Black students, with 
close to 50% being African and 44% Coloured.

Figure 3 provides a breakdown of the 
respondents according to race. A total of 47% 
of the participants identified themselves as 
African, 44% as Coloured, 5% white, 3% Indian 
and 2% identified as other nationalities. students 
in the ‘other nationality’ category used markers 
(not included in the questionnaires) such as 
south African, khoisan, black, mixed race and 
some cases identified as human. in addition, 
some participants referred to their countries or 
regions of origin to demographically categorise 
themselves, and these include African students 
from the Democratic republic of Congo, 
somali, Malawi, Nigeria and Rwanda and non-
Africans with markers such as Arab, Asian  
and Portuguese. in examining the racial 
composition of the South African student 

population with the participation rate, it 
is noted that UWC caters for the minority 
participation group of students at university. 
The participation rate is calculated as the 
total headcount enrolment as a percentage 
of the country’s total population between 
the ages of 20–24 years. The 2013 statistics 
show a total participation rate of 19% in south 
Africa with 16% being African, 14% Coloured, 
47% Indian and 55% white (ChE, 2013). The 
participation rates for African and Coloured 
students have increased in recent years, but are 
still relatively low nationally compared to white 
and indian students’ participation rates. The 
intake of students at UwC contributes towards 
addressing the imbalance in the national 
participation rate.

Figure 3: race proFile oF respondents

Race

Race Total

African

Coloured

White 

Indian

Other Nationality

2 181 (100%)

1 035 (47%)

949 (44%)

101 (5%)

63 (3%)

33 (2%)
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1.4 First-Year Students’ Home Language

The majority of the first-year students at UWC are not English first language speakers.

Figure 4 shows that the largest group, at  
40%, is English first language students, 26% 
speak isixhosa, 15% Afrikaans and the remaining 
19% comprises other languages. The latter 
includes the other official languages spoken  

in south Africa together with international  
and regional languages such as French, 
Portuguese and Arabic. The majority of 
the respondents thus speak English as an  
additional language.

Figure 4: respondents’ hoMe language

Home language

Home Language Total

English

isiXhosa

Other 

Afrikaans

2 181 (100%)

863 (40%)

564 (26%)

422 (19%)

332 (15%)
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Faculty by gender

465 (100%)

260 (56%)

201 (43%)
4 (1%)

1.5 Respondents per Faculty

All seven faculties have more females than male students enrolled in the first year, with a 
significant difference in female-male enrolment in the Dentistry, Education, Community 

and Health Sciences and Arts faculties.

UwC has a total of seven faculties. Figure 5 
shows the percentage of respondents per 
faculty according to gender classification.  
All faculties had more female respondents  
than male respondents in their first-year  
cohorts. The most significant enrolment 

gaps between female and male students  
are observed in Dentistry, followed by Chs,  
Arts ,  Educat ion and Law. The Natural  
sciences and EMs faculties have a much  
smal ler gap between male and female 
students.

Figure 5: respondents per FacultY and gender

546 (100%)Total

Female identified

Male identified

Self-identified

415 (76%)

128 (23%)

3 (1%)

432 (100%)

255 (59%)

173 (40%)

4 (1%)

266 (100%)

201 (76%)

60 (23%)

5 (2%)

262 (100%)

187 (71%)

67 (26%)
8 (3%)

163 (100%)

105 (64%)

55 (34%)
3 (2%)

42 (100%)

35 (83%)

6 (14%)

1 (2%)

FACulty OF ArtS

FACulty OF ECONOMIC ANd 
MANAgEMENt SCIENCES

FACulty OF COMMuNIty ANd 
hEAlth SCIENCES

FACulty OF EduCAtION

FACulty OF lAW

FACulty OF dENtIStry

Total

Female identified

Male identified

Self-identified

Total

Female identified

Male identified

Self-identified

Total

Female identified

Male identified

Self-identified

Total

Female identified

Male identified

Self-identified

Total

Female identified

Male identified

Self-identified

Total

Female identified

Male identified

Self-identified

FACulty OF NAturAl SCIENCES
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2. FiRSt-YEAR StUdEntS’ PRE-EntRY AttRiBUtES
To gain a better understanding of the first-year students and to inform plans for intentional 
interventions to assist with student retention and success, the survey sought information around 
students’ home environment, prior schooling experience, aspirations and socio-economic 
characteristics.

2.1 Families’ Education

More than 50% of first-year students at UWC identify themselves as first generation 
students, indicating that they are the first persons from their immediate families  

to attend university.

The study sought to differentiate between 
respondents that are first generation and non-
first generation students. The overall results 
from the total sample indicate that 51% of 
the respondents identified themselves as first 
generation students, meaning that they were 
the first members in their immediate families 

to attend university, while the remaining 49% 
identified as non-first generation students. 
A further breakdown according to gender 
indicates a very similar trend. Figure 6 shows 
that more male students proportionally (53%) 
are first generation students than female 
students (50%).

Figure 6: First generation respondents

Are you the first person from your immediate family to attend university?

First Generation Total

Female identified

Male identified

1 093 (51%) 1 055 (49%)

724 (50%) 734 (50%)

321 (47%)369 (53%)

No
yes
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2.2 Prior Schooling Experiences

The majority of the first-year students entered UWC directly from school. In addition, the 
majority of the first-year students had attended urban and fee-paying schools.

Prior schooling experience is differentiated 
through three categories in Figure 7: type of 
school attended, school location and year of 
grade 12 completion. Although the total sample 
size had more female respondents than males, 
the figure indicates that more male students 
(75%) entered university directly from grade 
12 than female respondents (73%). In contrast, 

more females entering university had attended 
urban and fee-paying schools than male 
respondents. A substantially higher percentage 
of 77% of females entered university from 
fee-paying schools compared to 67% of male 
students, and 75% of the females attended 
urban schools as opposed to 65% of the male 
respondents.

Figure 7: prior school experiences

Prior school experiences

Total
did you attend a fee-paying 
school?

Male identified

1 581 (74%) 567 (26%)

339 (23%)

228 (33%)

No
yes

462 (67%)

Total

Female identified

Male identified

1 543 (72%) 605 (28%)

366 (25%)

239 (35%)

1 092 (75%)

451 (65%)

did you attend an urban school?

Total

Female identified

Male identified

1 581 (74%) 567 (26%)

395 (27%)

172 (25%)

1 063 (73%)

518 (75%)

did you complete grade 12 last 
year - 2018?

Female identified 1 119 (77%)
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2.3 University Funding

The majority of the first-year students at UWC depend on NSFAS and  
other external funding for their studies.

The study indicates that a majority of 68% 
of the respondents received external funding 
for their studies in the form of NsFAs (59%) 
funding and bursaries (7%). A total of 27% of 
the respondents have their parents funding their 
studies. students who indicated other types of 
financing (7%) included those paying for their 

This question sought to determine the number 
of students that expected to be involved in part-
time employment while studying full-time at 
university. once again, the data was segregated 
by gender. The data revealed that the majority 

2.4 Part-time Employment

The majority of the first-year students at UWC indicated they would not be  
working part-time while studying.

own studies and those whose studies were paid 
by extended family members like grandparents, 
spouses and other relatives, while the rest 
were unsure about funding and awaiting the 
outcome of their funding applications. Overall, 
more females were funded by their parents and 
external funding than male respondents.

of the first-year students at UWC did not expect 
to be engaged in part-time employment while 
studying. A high percentage of male and female 
students, 80% and 82% respectively, indicated 
being full-time students with no jobs.

Figure 9: part-tiMe eMploYMent

Figure 8: universitY Funding

Funding studies

Funding Studies Total

NSFAS

Parents

Other 

2 164 (100%)

1 278 (59%)

585 (27%)

158 (7%)

143 (7%)Bursary

Will you be working part-time while studying?

Working Part-time Total

Female identified

Male identified

408 (19%) 1 740 (81%)

269 (18%) 1 189 (82%)

551 (80%)

No
yes

139 (20%)
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3. REAdinESS FoR UniVERSitY StUdiES
Being prepared for university studies is an important step towards engaging in university activities 
that would promote student retention and success. This section examines the respondents’ choice 
of institution, programme of choice, study environment, time spent traveling to university, computer 
skills and access to the internet.

3.1 University and Programme Choice

For the majority of the first-year students at UWC, their current programme  
and the university were their first choices.

With reference to university and programme 
choice, Figure 10 shows that 65% of respondents 
specified that the programme they registered 
for was their first choice, while 35% indicated 

otherwise. Equally, 63% of the respondents 
revealed that the University of the Western Cape 
was their first choice, with a small percentage of 
37% that indicated it was not their first choice.

Figure 10: universitY and prograMMe choice

University choice

No
yes

Was the university of the Western Cape your first choice?

Is the programme you registered for your first choice of study?

804  
(37%)1 344  

(63%)

761  
(35%)1 387  

(65%)
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3.2 Study Environment

Slightly above 50% of the first-year students at UWC live at home and the majority of them 
find their home environment conducive for learning.

Figure 11 shows that more than half the 
respondents, 52%, indicated that they would 
be living at home while studying at UwC, which 
means that most of the respondents reside 
within commuting distance in the western 
Cape, either with parents or family members. 
The data shows that more female students 
were living at home than male students, a 

percentage of 52% and 50% respectively. From 
the 52% total respondents residing at home, a 
small percentage of 28% indicated that their 
homes were not conducive to studying. The 
female respondents residing at home were more 
satisfied with their home environment than the 
male respondents, with a positive response of 
75% female and 66% males.

Figure 11: conducive learning

Conducive study environment at home

Total
Will you be staying at  
home while studying?

Male identified

1 110 (52%) 1 038 (48%)

762 (52%) 696 (48%)

342 (50%)

No
yes

348 (50%)

Total

Female identified

Male identified

799 (72%) 311 (28%)

192 (25%)

119 (34%)

570 (75%)

229 (66%)

Would you regard your home  
as providing a conducive  
study environment?
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3.3 Mode of Transport to Campus

The majority of the first-year students at UWC walk to campus, with a similar percentage 
of students using public and private transport.

F i g u re  1 2  a b ove  i n d i c a te s  t h a t  t h e  
largest percentage of the students (793 of 
the total sample responses of 2 155) walk 
to campus (37%). An overwhelming 68% of 
the walking students are female and 32%  
male.  This indicates that many of the  
students reside in close proximity of the 
university.

With respect to students using public and 
private transport to university, the proportions 
were evenly split between the two modes of 
transport, with 31% and 30% respectively. Both 
modes of transport had more female users than 
male users. A small group of 2% indicated ‘other’ 
for the mode of transport, which included 
university shuttles, Uber and hitchhiking.

Figure 12: travel to caMpus

How students travel to Campus by gender

Total

Female identified

Male identified

Self-identified 

793 (100%)

536 (68%)

253 (32%)

4 (1%)

Total

Female identified

Male identified

Self-identified 

665 (100%)

429 (65%)

234 (35%)

2 (0%)

Total

Female identified

Male identified

Self-identified 

640 (100%)

456 (71%)

183 (29%)

1 (0%)

Total

Female identified

Male identified

57 (100%)

37 (65%)

20 (35%)

Walk

Public Transport

Other

Private Transport
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3.4 Computer Skills

The majority of the first-year students at UWC have some computer skills, with 50% 
acknowledging intermediate skills and 4% claiming no computer skills.

With regard to students rating their computer 
skills, 96% of the respondents indicated they 
had used a computer but had varying levels of 
computer skills. From Figure 13, it is noted that 
only 8% of the students regarded themselves 
as expert computer users, 50% regarded 

themselves as having intermediate computer 
skills, 19% acknowledged they had limited 
computer skills, and 20% regarded themselves 
as novice computer users. Four percent of the 
respondents indicated that they had never used 
a computer before entering university.

Figure 13: coMputer skills

How would you rate your computer skills?

Computer Skills Total

I am an intermediate/some skills user

I am a  novice/beginner user

I have limited computer skills

I am an expert user

I have not used a computer

2 176 (100%)

1 090 (50%)

428 (20%)

408 (19%)

166 (8%)

84 (4%)



UWC FirST YEAr ExPEriEnCE -  SEriES 1 19

3.5 Access to the Internet

The majority of the first-year students at UWC access the internet from university, on their 
smartphones and tablets, or at the homes of family and friends.

Figure 14 shows how students access the  
internet. The largest group, 37% of the 
respondents, indicated that they mostly access 
the internet at university. A close second 
was the 31% of the students who indicated 
they access the internet most often on their 
smartphones and tablets. Twenty-nine percent 

of the students specified that they mostly 
accessed the internet from their homes and 
homes of family and friends. A small percentage 
of students indicated that they mostly access 
the internet from internet cafes (1%), from their 
workplace (1%), public libraries (1%) and ‘other’ 
places (1%).

Figure 14: access to the internet

Where do you mostly access the internet from?

Access to Internet Total

university

Smartphone & tablet

Family home or friend’s home

Internet cafe

Work (full/part-time)

Other

Municipal library

2 176 (100%)

796 (37%)

681 (31%)

621 (29%)

28 (1%)

22 (1%)

17 (1%)

11 (1%)
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4.  FiRSt-YEAR StUdEntS’ EXPECtAtionS oF UniVERSitY  
 StUdiES

This section examines first-year male and female students’ expectations of the university 
experience. Thirty-five expectation statements were scored related to the university in terms 

of connectedness, resourcefulness, capability, purposefulness, safety and basic needs.

The study examined first-year students’ expectations of their university studies through their 
responses to 35 expectation statements. The results were further divided according to responses 
received from the male and female respondents so as to determine any significant differences in 
university expectations according to gender. The scoring on each of the 35 expectation statements 
was collapsed to indicate levels of agreement and disagreement that ranged from 3 indicating 
‘agreement’ to 1 indicating ‘disagreement’. The 35 expectation statements were categorised 
into seven focus areas, namely: social connectedness, academic connectedness, capability, 
resourcefulness, purposefulness, safety and basic needs. The graphs shown in this section are 
supported by the respondents’ comments from the only open-ended question in the survey, relating 
to students’ written description of their first-year experience.

With a focus on social connectedness, the results 
in Figure 15 show that male and female students’ 
responses are largely similar. The highest 

4.1 Social Connectedness

The majority of the first-year male students at UWC had higher expectations of making 
new friends than the female students. However, both groups had low expectations of  

joining social groups or activities.

expectation score and level of agreement were 
noted for the statements relating to making new 
friends and also new friends from different racial 

Figure 15: social connectedness

high Expectations low Expectations Medium Expectations

Social Connectedness by gender Comparison

Male identifiedFemale identified

2,4 2,4

2,2 2,2

1,7

1,5 1,9

Joining social hubs/organisations at university will 
distract me from my academic work.

1,1

I will attend many social functions, e.g. sports day,  
student braai, fund-raising events, etc.

1,0 1,2

I will make new friends from different racial groups.

I hope to make new friends this year at university.

My classmates will be supportive.

Making new friends on campus will help  
me to be successful in my studies.

1,9

0,9

I will join social clubs on campus this year,  
e.g sports clubs, student union, etc.

0,8 1,1
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groups. Male and female respondents scored 
high, identical agreement scores of 2,2 and 2,4 
for these respective expectations.

The study revealed that a large group of 72% 
of the students were positive about making 
new friends at university, with an even greater 
percentage of 81% indicating that they expected 
to make friends from different race groups. The 
student comments quoted below show that 
making friends is seen as mutually beneficial in 
both the social and academic spheres and thus 
support the above results:

“I would like to be part of a chess club. I hope that I’ll 
make plenty of friends and that we’ll help each other 
academically.”

“I want to enjoy my course; I know there will be 
challenges but I have to learn to prioritise and to pass 
with good grades and make new lifetime friends that 
can support me in this environment.”

“I am away from home so I have to do everything 
myself. I know I have to have good time management 
skills, balance my studies and my res life. I also want 
to make lots of friends as they could help with my 
studies.”

regarding male and female students ’ 
expectations relating to making friends aiding 
their academic success, the data as indicated 
in Figure 15 shows that the male students had 
a higher level of agreement score than the 
female respondents, with scores of 1,9 and 
1,5 respectively. A similar scoring pattern was 
observed with the male and female students’ 
responses to attending social functions and 
joining social clubs on campus. The male 
and female respondents had low expectation 
scores of 1,1 and 0,8 respectively for the 
statement relating to joining social clubs and 
low expectation scores of 1,2 and 1,0 respectively 
for attending social functions.
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Figure 16 highlights the results from the nine 
statements relating to academic connectedness. 
For the first three statements relating to 
seeking help from tutors, librarians and support 
services, both the male and female students 
responded with high expectations of support. 
Overall, the male students seem to have higher 
levels of expectation with regard to academic 
connectedness to the institution than the female 
students. Comments from students concerning 
connecting with the various support services on 
campus included:

“My expectation is to be well introduced to some 
technology resources and how to use the Library as I 
am from rural areas and I had never used the library 
before.”
“I expect more and long consultation times from 
lecturers and tutors if they have it so we can 
understand things clearer…”

The results indicate that the first-year students 
expected to feel more comfortable to seek help 
from their tutors than lecturers and support ser-
vices as shown in the levels of agreement scores 

noted for the male and female respondents with 
regard to seeking help from their tutors (2,4 
male and 2,2 female), support services (2,0 and 
1,9) and lecturers (2,0 and 1,7).

Below is a typical student’s response concerning 
tutor support:

“I expect my tutors to be well informed of my course 
outline for their specific module and therefore will be 
able to help me if I have any queries.”

The statement relating to academic and support 
staff being respectful and helpful scored a 
high level of agreement for both male and 
female respondents, 2,4 and 2,2 respectively. A 
majority of 76% of the students anticipated that 
academic and support staff would be respectful 
and helpful, with the male students having a 
higher expectation with this statement than 
the female students. Below is one student’s 
comment that supports this result:

“I expect my lecturers to be respectful and to be clear 
in whatever message they deliver and to communicate 
with me at all times.”

Figure 16: acadeMic connectedness

4.2 Academic Connectedness

First-year male and female students at UWC had medium to high expectations of 
academic connectedness to their studies, lecturers, tutors and support services.

high Expectations low Expectations Medium Expectations

Academic Connectedness by gender Comparison

Male identifiedFemale identified

2,4 2,4

2,4 2,4

2,3

2,3 2,3

I feel comfortable seeking academic  
support from my tutor/s. 2,2

Academic and support staff will be respectful and helpful. 2,2 2,4

I will make use of peer tutors to help me with  
my first-year courses at university.

I will make use of librarians to help me  
find information for my assignments and projects.

I am aware of the role of academic support services such 
as the writing centre, peer tutors and tutorials in helping 

me pass this year.
2,3

2,4

I expect my lecturers to make themselves available 
outside the formal lecture time to assist and advise me.

2,2

I will be comfortable seeking academic support services. 1,1

I will feel comfortable seeking academic  
support directly from my lecturers.

1,1 2,0

2,0

2,1

I will expect my lecturer/s to make referrals  
to me to get academic support if I need it.
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4.3 Capability

The first-year male and female students had high expectations of the academic capability 
that would be required with regard to academic essay writing, correct referencing, expected 

workloads, plagiarism and class attendance.

Capability refers to the students’ expectations 
of the academic skills and knowledge needed 
to succeed at university. Figure 17 refers to 
five statements relating to students’ capability 
with regard to academic essay writing, correct 
referencing, expected workloads, plagiarism 
and class attendance. Of the seven focus areas, 
this section regarding students’ capability 
scored the highest level of agreement scores. 
respondents had high expectations of their 
required capabilities for university studies. Both 
male and female students had similar scoring 
patterns with the exception of the first and last 
statements shown in Figure 17.

The results from the first statement showed that 
male and female students had different levels 
of expectations about writing well-structured 
academic essays. Although both the male and 
female students had high expectations for 
writing well-structured essays at university, 
the female students scored a higher level of 
agreement (2,8) than the male students (2,6). 
in the last statement, both groups scored the 

lowest for knowledge of the in-class and out-
of-class workload expected, where the levels of 
agreement for the male and female respondents 
were 2,2 and 2,4 respectively.

Below is a typical student comment with regard 
to expectations of workloads:

“I expect hard tests and longer hours of work as a 
nursing student. I expect long, busy and bad days. 
Horrifying experiences and failure. I expect dropouts 
along the way as it is very hard keeping up with the 
work and personal problems.”

The respondents surveyed had high expectations 
with regard to their academic capabilities in 
their first year of study. Figure 17 shows that 
male and female students had similar scoring 
patterns with the capability statements with 
the exception of the first and last statements. 
The females scored higher expectation scores 
than the male respondents for writing well-
structured essays and knowledge of in-class 
and out-of-class workloads, of 2,8 and 2,4 
respectively.

Figure 17: capabilitY

high Expectations Medium Expectations

Capability by gender Comparison

Male identifiedFemale identified

2,8 2,6

2,7 2,7

2,6 2,6

2,5 2,5

My lecturers will expect me to write  
well-structured academic essays.

My lecturers will expect me to attend all my lectures.

I was aware of the academic integrity and plagiarism 
requirements needed for assignments and tests.

In my course, I know what in-class and out-class  
workload is expected of me .

My lecturers will expect me to know how to  
correctly reference my assignments and projects.

2,22,4
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4.4 Resourcefulness

First-year male and female students at UWC had high expectations of their  
resourcefulness with regard to their self-management and taking ownership of their 

learning. They had low expectations of their ability to find information on university 
procedures and support services.

This survey showed first-year registered students 
expected to have to be very resourceful in order 
to thrive academically at university. Figure 18 
shows that the male and females students had 
similar scoring patterns for all statements. Both 
the male and female respondents had a high 
expectation score of 2,8 for self-management 
and own responsibility for learning. The lowest 
expectation scores for the male and female 
students were 1,6 and 1,5 respectively for the 
statement relating to finding information on 
university procedures and support on their 
own.

The following comment from a student describes 
his/her expectations concerning resourcefulness 
at university:

“Balancing classes in time frame and ensuring  
that tests, etc. are done during school hours in  
order for it not to affect students that have work 
responsibilities. I expect to have a mentor by second 
semester, someone who will guide me and lead me 

towards the correct way of doing things. Things like 
my assignments and projects, someone who will 
be there to constantly support me as I sometimes 
lose faith and courage and as I also feel depressed 
sometimes.”

This comment clearly indicated an awareness 
of the responsibilities that come with being a 
first-year student and identified the resources 
needed by students to thrive in their studies. The 
student recognised the importance of support 
from a mentor in order to find balance.

Another student’s response regarding support 
resources was:

“I expect the writing centre to help me improve my 
writing skills.”

Concerning university resources to support 
student learning, both female and male  
students scored a high expectation score  
of 2,5 that specified that they expected to  

Figure 18: resourceFulness

high Expectations low Expectations Medium Expectations

Resourcefulness by gender Comparison

Male identifiedFemale identified

2,8 2,8

2,5 2,5

2,4 2,2

1,9 2,1

1,5 1,6

I expect that I will have to self-manage and take 
responsibility for my own learning at university.

I will have access to internet, computers and  
other resources to enhance my learning.

I will be able to balance my first-year  
university studies with other responsibilities.

I am quite resourceful and will be able to  
find information about university procedures  

and support on my own.

In my course, I know what in-class and  
out-of-class workload is expected of me.



UWC FirST YEAr ExPEriEnCE -  SEriES 1 25

have access to the internet, computers and 
other learning resources to enhance their 
learning. Typical responses supporting this 
were:
“I expect the university will provide proper internet 
connections, especially at the library since I’ll be 
doing most of my studying there.”

Many students were aware of the demands 
that come with higher education and some 
had expectations of being well-balanced with 
the receipt of support needed. in Figure 19, the 
expectation scores for the male and female 
respondents followed similar trends. For the 
first three statements pertaining to academic 
discussions with peers, regular feedback on 
written work and the role of academic support 
services, the male and female students had the 
same high expectation scores. Both groups also 
had the same medium expectation scores for 
lecturers making referrals and lectures making 
themselves available outside the classroom. 

4.5 Purposefulness

First-year male and female students at UWC had similar scoring patterns with 
purposefulness. Both groups had high expectations of academic discussions, regular 
feedback and academic support services being important to their academic success.

“I expect to have an easy time gaining access to the 
internet/Wi-Fi at campus for academic purposes.”

responses from students clearly indicated a 
need for readily available internet services as 
this is directly linked to successful academic 
performance.

Low expectation scores of 1,4 for females and 
1,5 for males were noted for statements relating 
to spending a lot of time in the library and out-
of-class time.

One student commented:

“I expect to be successful in my studies as a first-year 
student of UWC, but also to enjoy myself outside of 
my studies through extracurricular activities and 
spending time with family and friends. I hope to gain 
a balance by doing these things and growing as a 
student, but also as an individual this year. I expect 
to become more independent and put in the extra 
effort to achieve my goals.”

Figure 19: purposeFulness

high Expectations low Expectations Medium Expectations

Purposefulness by gender Comparison

Male identifiedFemale identified

2,5 2,4

2,4 2,5

2,3

2,3 2,3

I expect my lecturers to make themselves  
available outside of the formal lecture time to  

assist and advise me.
2,1

the library is a place where i will spend a lot of  
my time outside of the class.

1,4 1,5

I will be involved in academic discussions with  
my peers outside of formal lectures as it will  

enhance my learning.

I will receive regular feedback from my lecturers in 
response to my assignments and tests.

I am aware of the role of academic support  
services, such as the writing centre, peer tutors  

and tutorials in helping me pass this year.

I will expect my lecturers to make referrals  
to me to get academic support if I need it.

2,3

2,2
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A high expectation from both female and male 
students to receive regular feedback from 
lecturers regarding assignments and tests was 
supported by written comments, such as:

With regard to first-year students’ expect- 
ations of feeling safe on campus, Figure 
20 shows that for all the statements, male  
students had a higher expectation of safety 
than the female students. The female students 
had a medium to low expectation in response  
to the statements relating to safety, care and 
well-being on campus. A typical comment 
was:

“I expect to stay in a clean and safe environment on 
campus residence.”

With regard to off-campus safety, a student 
shared the following:

“I expect to be safe not only around campus but near 
and outside campus too, but it does not seem so. 
Daily, people are robbed in Belhar and the railway 
pass-by is not safe at all. As I am typing this I cannot 
go to school because it is raining heavily and it is 
dangerous to walk to school and life would be easier 
if there were shuttles.”

4.6 Safety

The first-year male and female students at UWC had different levels of expectation of 
university safety. Male students had high expectations of being safe on campus while female 

students had medium to low expectations of university safety.

“I expect to consult with my lecturers and get 
productive and helping feedback…”
“I expect our lecturers to give feedback on test and 
assignments.”

More student voices on safety:

“I expect the university to treat us only fairly and 
protect us. I believe we’re safe here on campus and I 
think there are cameras almost everywhere.”
“I expect that the university has an enhanced security 
on campus. If there is any bullying happening the 
university will take drastic steps towards that because 
I believe we are all the same. There shouldn’t be 
gender inequality or racism on campus, we should all 
treat each other with love and fairly.”

safety was also described in terms of non-
discrimination about mobility and access:

“As I have a disability called scoliosis I will expect the 
university to be wheelchair friendly because I make 
use of a shop rider.”

Responses in this study show that safety 
encompasses many aspects for first-year 
students, ranging from physical safety to feeling 
emotionally, psychologically and even politically 
secure and protected.

Figure 20: expectation oF saFetY

Safety by gender Comparison

Male identifiedFemale identified

2,3 2,5

2,1 2,6

1,8 2,0

1,7 2,0

high Expectations low Expectations Medium Expectations

I will be able to find my way around campus buildings.

I will be safe on campus.

the university will be well signposted  
so I do not get lost.

the university will care about me and my welfare.
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4.7 Basic Needs 

The first-year male and female students at UWC had the lowest expectation scores  
for the university addressing basic needs such as affordable and healthy food,  

and issues relating to finance.

Meeting student’s basic needs can make a 
positive contribution to student retention and 
success. 

Figure 21 shows that all respondents had low 
expectations with regard to healthy, afford- 
able food and finance issues. About 38% 
indicated that finances would be the main 
distraction. 

Students also volunteered their expectations 
regarding transport, food and accommodation. 
Below are a few of their comments:

“Financial aid and food is my biggest concern at the 
moment. There is a rumour on campus that those 

who receive a travel allowance will not get [a] food 
allowance and I think that is unfair.”
“I expect shops that sell affordable food because there 
are students who are not funded by NSFAS and find 
it hard to meet the costs.”
“I was expecting to be allocated for residence, not to 
be told that I live around here in Cape Town. Because 
traveling takes up a lot of my time, a lot of money 
needs to be spent, I don’t have internet access at home. 
Those are some factors that will distract me from my 
studies.”
“I also expect the food to be affordable around the 
campus, but at certain places, it is not affordable and 
the food at the Unicaf is also quite unhealthy…”

Figure 21: basic needs

1,5

Basic needs by gender Comparison

Male identifiedFemale identified

the university cafeteria will sell healthy food. 

Financial issues will distract me from my  
first-year studies.

1,3

1,2 1,2

1,2 1,3

low Expectations

1,5

the university cafeteria will sell affordable food. 
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5. ConClUSionS
This report provides detailed insights into who our first-year students are and their expectations 
of first-year university studies. The Pre-Entry First-Year Expectation Survey results provide the 
university with actionable data that could be used to design intentional interventions to enhance 
the students’ first-year experience, retention and success. Finally, the data collected from this survey 
could help to advance a culture of evidence-based decision-making when implementing student 
support initiatives and institutional planning cycles. This study will be longitudinal to ensure and 
improve validity and reliability.

6. WAY FoRWARd
What has become clear from this analysis is that the institution needs a revised set of goals to 
address student retention, support and success. The following initiatives have been initiated in the 
DVC: Academic’s office:
• UwC student Retention and success strategy Framework (Appendix A);
• UwC FYE Framework (Appendix B);
• UwC FYE student success Model (Appendix C);
• UwC Tutor Enhancement Programme.
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APPEndiX A:
UWC Student Retention and Success Framework
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APPEndiX B:
UWC First Year Experience (FYE) Framework

Source: Pather, S. (2018). university of the Western Cape FyE Framework. 
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APPEndiX C

Source: Pather, S. (2018). UWC First Year Experience guide.
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