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OVERVIEW

- The USAf/UFS collaboration
- Challenges and strategic questions

- Key questions to ask:
- Who are our students?
- What expectations and experiences
do they enter higher education with?

- What do we know about students’ 
experiences in higher education?

- What type of graduates are we 
producing?

- Implications of student engagement on 
institutional design



The USAf / UFS 
collaboration



Universities are 
social institutions

• Core purpose is to produce new
generations of engaged intellectuals

• They must focus on the intellectual, social
and emotional development of their
students

• Designing universities to play this role
requires data.



Challenges

1. Continuing challenges of basic
education

2. Massification and its implications

3. Institutional culture

4. Quality of engagement

5. Use of technology

We have to map and match in both 
directions. 

For this we need data



Who are our students 
and…

1. ...what do they bring with them?

2. ...what are their expectations?

3. ...what have they read?

4. ...what have they not read?

5. ...what are their technology skills?

6. ...what is their socioeconomic

condition?



• WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM 
STUDENT AND LECTURER 
ENGAGEMENT SURVEYS… 

• FOR INSTITUTIONAL AND 
SECTORAL DESIGN?

Strategic questions



TEACHING AND LEARNING
STRATEGY GROUP

enhancing students’ learning
experiences is not receiving
adequate attention.

TRANSFORMATION STRATEGY 
GROUP

how do we design institutions to 
provide students with the best 
possible opportunity to succeed 

USAF STRATEGY GROUPS



WHO ARE OUR 
STUDENTS?



The USAf / UFS 
collaboration

• Most institutions measure undergraduate
students’ learning experiences in some form,
however, not necessarily for one common
purpose and differing in methodology.

• The SASSE provides a national and
longitudinal database that can provide a birds-
eye view of what is happening in South African
higher education in relation to students’
engagement.

• This could provide guidance as to how
students’ learning experiences can be
enhanced through better designed institutions
that match students’ needs.



of entering students have
no family members who 
graduated from higher

education

45%
Of first generation

students are black African 
with all other groupings 

below 10%

79%of entering students
do not have parents 
who graduated from 

a university

70%

WHO ARE OUR 
STUDENTS?
GENERATION STATUS



of students entering
university are 18

9%
Only

are 23 and older

12%

WHO ARE OUR 
STUDENTS?
AGE

are 19-20 years old.

79%



WHO ARE 
OUR 
STUDENTS?
CHOICE OF 
INSTITUTION

First choice

Second choice

Fourth choice

62

25

Third choice 8

2

Fifth choice or lower 3
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What 
expectations 
and 
experiences do 
they enter 
higher 
education with?

What 
expectations 
and 
experiences do 
they enter 
higher 
education with?



WHAT EXPECTATIONS AND 
EXPERIENCES DO THEY ENTER 
HIGHER EDUCATION WITH?
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WHAT EXPECTATIONS AND 
EXPERIENCES DO THEY ENTER 
HIGHER EDUCATION WITH?
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Expected vs. actual self-reported marks

BUSSE: Expected marks SASSE: Actual marks



WHAT EXPECTATIONS AND 
EXPERIENCES DO THEY ENTER 
HIGHER EDUCATION WITH?
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Providing support
to help students

succeed
academically

Using learning
support services

(tutoring services,
peer mentoring,
writing centre,
library, etc.)

Encouraging
contact among
students from

different
backgrounds

(social,
racial/ethnic,

religious,
economic, etc.)

Providing
opportunities to be
involved socially

Helping you
manage your non-

academic
responsibilities

Attending campus
events and
activities

Supportive Environment items

BUSSE SASSE



WHAT EXPECTATIONS AND 
EXPERIENCES DO THEY ENTER 
HIGHER EDUCATION WITH?
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Talk about your career
plans with a lecturer

Work with a staff member
on activities other than

academic work
(committees, projects,
student groups, etc.)

Discuss your academic
performance with a lecturer

Discuss subject topics,
ideas, or concepts with a
lecturer outside of class

Student Staff Interaction items

BUSSE SASSE



83%

57%

66%
Of students in their final 
year at school wrote at 

least one assignement of 
between 6-10 pages.

Often or very often 
examined the strengths 
and weaknesses of their 

own views.

Say they often or very 
often summarised what 
they learned in class.

WHAT EXPECTATIONS AND 
EXPERIENCES DO THEY ENTER 
HIGHER EDUCATION WITH?

81%
Say they have often or 

very often identified 
important information from 

reading assignments.

88%
Say they have included 
diverse perspectives in 

their school work to some 
extent.

66%
Often or very often tried to 

understand someone 
else’s views.



Diploma

Bachelor’s degree (B.A.; B.Sc.; B.Tech.; etc.)

Master’s degree (M.A.; M.Sc.; M.Tech.; etc.)

6

24

Honours degree 18

19

Doctoral degree (ph.D.; M.D.; D.Tech.; etc.) 31

WHAT EXPECTATIONS AND 
EXPERIENCES DO THEY ENTER 
HIGHER EDUCATION WITH?
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WHAT EXPECTATIONS AND 
EXPERIENCES DO THEY ENTER 
HIGHER EDUCATION WITH?

�

•  Students come to university with some academic and critical thinking  
skills

•  Students are open to diverse and collaborative learning environments

•  The majority of students have had some experience in high school 
with deep learning

•  Students are committed to working hard

•  Students have high aspirations and expectations



What do we know 
about students’ 
experiences in 

higher education?



What do we know about 
students’ experiences in 
higher education?

�

76 80 80

60 61

90
97 98

67

89

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

Clearly explained
outcomes and
requirements

Presented sessions in
an organised way

Used examples or
illustrations to explain

difficult points

Provided feedback on a
draft or work in

progress

Provided detailed
feedback shortly after
you completed tests or

assignments

Effective Teaching Practices

SASSE LSSE
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Other students Peer learning support Lecturers and
academic staff

Support staff
(counselling, health,

disability, career)

Administrative staff

Quality of interactions

2015 2016 2017 2018

What do we know about 
students’ experiences in 
higher education?
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Practical work
related to your

studies

Work with a
lecturer on a

research project

Register for an
academic literacy

course

Consult with an
academic advisor

Make use of peer
learning support

Explain subject
material to other

students as a tutor

High-Impact Practices

Participated Plan to participate

What do we know about 
students’ experiences in 
higher education?
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Means to pay tuition fees over time: Parental funds vs. NSFAS

Parent/guardian's money NSFAS

What do we know about 
students’ experiences in 
higher education?
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2016 2017 2018

In the past year, were there any times that you ran out of food and could not afford to 
buy more?

Never Most days or every day

What do we know about 
students’ experiences in 
higher education?



�

51 51
40

52 52
47

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

2016 2017 2018

Financial Stress 
(most days or every day)

How often do you worry about paying for university?
How often do you worry about having enough money for day-to-day necessities?

What do we know about 
students’ experiences in 
higher education?
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The cost of
university tuition

fees

Personal or family
problems

Living costs Feeling that I don't
belong or fit in

Poor academic
performance

Food insecurity

Top reasons why some students consider dropping out

What do we know about 
students’ experiences in 
higher education?



What type of graduates are 
we producing?



What type of graduates are 
we producing?
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Applying facts, theories, or
methods to practical problems

or new situations

Identifying the different parts
of an idea, experience, or

argument in detail (analysing)

Evaluating a point of view,
decision, or information

source

Forming a new idea or
understanding by putting
together various pieces of

information

Higher-Order Learning progression: first-year vs. senior undergrad students

First year Senior



What type of graduates are 
we producing?
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Combined ideas from different modules/subjects when
completing assignments

Connected your learning to societal problems or issues

Included diverse perspectives (political, religious, racial/ethnic,
gender, economic, etc.) in module/subject discussions or…

Examined the strengths and weaknesses of your own views on
a topic or issue

Tried to better understand someone else’s views by imagining 
how an issue looks from his or her point of view

Learned something that changed the way you understand an
issue or concept

Connected ideas from your modules/subjects to your prior
experiences and knowledge

Reflective and Integrative Learning 

Senior First-year



What type of graduates are 
we producing?

�
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Analysing numerical and statistical information

Being an informed and active citizen

Solving complex real-world problems

Developing job- or work-related knowledge and skills

Developing or clarifying a personal code of values and ethics

Speaking clearly and effectively

Understanding people of other backgrounds

Writing clearly and effectively

Working effectively with others

Using computing and information technology

Thinking critically and analytically

Perceived gains

Quite a bit/Very much Very Little/Some



Implications of 
student engagement 
on institutional 
design

�



Implications of 
student engagement 
on institutional 
design (ID)

1)  Who our students are:

− If we know 70% of entering students are 
first generation. How does ID take this into 
account in ensuring that students have a 
smooth entry into university?

− Majority of entering students are 19-20 
years old. What are the implications of this 
and how does it impact ID? 

− 1/3rd of students are not in first choice 
institutions. Does this impact motivation?



Implications of 
student engagement 
on institutional 
design

2) The expectations and experiences they 
enter higher education with:

− How are we managing first year students’ 
(sometimes unrealistic) expectations?

− How are we helping them to deal with 
failure?

− Are we drawing on the strengths students 
bring with them?

− How are we introducing new ways of 
learning?

− Are we providing adequate financial 
planning support to students?



Implications of 
student engagement 
on institutional 
design

3) The graduates we are producing:

− Are curricula scaffolded enough to guide 
students from merely applying their 
knowledge to enabling them to be creators 
of knowledge and innovation?

− Are we creating graduates who are sought 
after employees and empowered job 
creators?



Conclusion

In a HE system which is shaped both
by its history and current context,
riddled as it is with rich diversity and
difference

which can easily slip into the mode of
complicit infrastructural actor in
continuing and deepening inequality

institutional design cannot be left to
chance



Questions?


