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Abstract. This reflective paper aims to explore the need to embrace alternate 

pedagogical practices in the traditional curriculum. Being an academic who 

teaches first-year students and leads the First-year Experience Programme 

(FYE) at a university of technology has allowed me to reflect not only on my 

practice but the degree to which we integrate our student’s voices within our 

practice. Placing students’ perspectives and perceptions at the fore allows us to 

improve teaching and learning practices and allows students to become agents 

of change. This study draws on three surveys conducted by the First-Year Expe-

rience team and reflects on ways that we could develop more effective teaching 

and learning practices by embracing pedagogies of care. The national survey, 

the Beginning University Survey of Student Engagement highlights that the 

Mangosuthu University of Technology has over 80 per cent of first-generation 

students coming from low-quintile schools with limited exposure to new tech-

nology. The survey also shows that the majority of our students are Isizulu-

speakers, with English as their second language. These surveys highlight foun-

dational needs of our students which could affect their success at the university. 

We wish to offer an alternate view of thinking by exposing hegemonic practices 

and mindsets. This paper thus hopes to suggest alternate ways to address the 

needs of our students in a more inclusive, non-deficit manner by embracing the 

third space. We argue that by understanding our students and including their 

voices we would be able to better support their development and overall suc-

cess. 
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1 Introduction 

Navigation within the realm of a third space can be both precarious and exciting [27] 

and is described by Whitchurch as the work of “blended professionals” where the 

lines of academic and professional boundaries blur [41,42]. This is the space in which 

I find myself as an academic involved in academic development work. Working in an 

academic development centre as a lecturer offers me the opportunity to keep one foot 

in teaching and the other in support. Being exposed to both worlds has brought a 

deeper understanding of the influence we have as academics on our students’ devel-

opment. Unfortunately, we don’t often see these two worlds intersecting but rather 

flow alongside each other, sometimes independently of each other. For this reason, I 
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value being in this unusual third space. Student success within the third space is a 

fairly new conversation [27] and is reliant on institutional intersections in order to 

positively affect student success.  

 

Before I proceed, it is important to understand the contextual setting of the university 

mentioned in this paper. Mangosuthu University of Technology is situated in a semi-

rural township and enrols approximately 3000 first-year students. We have three fac-

ulties which focus on the fields of Science and Technology.  Most of our students are 

NASFAS state-funded and come from low-income homes and quintile 1 to 3 schools. 

 

In my role as an academic, I lecture chemistry to first-year students and provide addi-

tional support to those students in the field of science. Having been a lecturer for now 

over 15 years, I have enjoyed introducing new approaches to my teaching and often 

keep abreast of trends in technology and teaching and learning. Chemistry is a subject 

that most shy away from, due to its abstract nature and complexity [7]. In my experi-

ence, introducing new complexities, in the form of technologies or teaching methods 

is almost instantly rejected by the students. As such, any change carried out in my 

classroom is carried out carefully and involves the student's awareness. During the 

pandemic, unfortunately, we had to make drastic changes to teaching in a short space 

of time. This led to its own challenges. I will be using some of the data extracted at 

the end of a term as one of the data sources in this paper's reflections.  

 

Part of the function I have in my support capacity is leading a First-Year Experience 

programme. Through the FYE programme we have created a multifaceted support 

structure where we prioritise the provision of holistic support to all first-year students 

who enrol at our university. One of the main programmes embedded in the FYE pro-

gramme is a peer mentorship programme that supports first-year students both aca-

demically and socially. In order for us to have a better understanding of the needs of 

our students, we introduced two surveys to learn about the nutritional behaviour and 

overall latent needs of our students. The experience that a student goes through in 

their first year has a lasting effect on how they progress in the future [41]. Engstrom 

and Tinto advocate that for us to try to ensure a student’s success, adequate effort has 

to be placed into supporting students along their journey [16].  

 

It has become increasingly important in South African Higher Education to include 

the previously silent student voice in institutional practices [19, 36]. By considering 

students’ perspectives and perceptions, support and interventions could have a greater 

chance of being effective. Studies such as this would assist in acknowledging the 

latent voices of our students and their specific needs. National surveys such as the 

Beginning University Survey of Student Engagement (BUSSE) expose the contextual 

factors that affect our students [5, 14]. Findings from the national surveys indicate 

that MUT has more than 80 % of our students are first-generation students coming 

from low-quintile schools with limited exposure to technologies. The survey also 

shows that the majority of our students are Isizulu with English as their 2nd language. 

By understanding the contextual factors that affect our students, we can safely say 
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that there is a need for a more intentional tailor-made holistic support system to be 

offered to our students to improve student success. The four conditions for student 

success as described by [38], include providing support, setting expectations, involv-

ing students, and providing feedback. Thus, the inclusion of the student’s voice is 

important for us to identify gaps in our assumptions when developing support inter-

ventions. Awareness of these needs has been amplified during the recent pandemic.  

 

The isolation that COVID-19 had brought also allowed us to draw attention to smart 

ways that we could still connect and offer support using technology [11]. Needless to 

say, this does not come without its challenges. Holistic support that balances mind 

and emotion becomes increasingly important, with student success being dependent 

not only on teaching but more importantly care [31].  

 

Research is dominated by conversations on (re)designing the curriculum as a means 

to effect change to student success. As such we are introduced to new pedagogies and 

approaches to teaching, i.e pedagogies of care, decolonized pedagogies, e-learning 

pedagogies etc. [29, 11, 37]. However, I would like to argue that student success 

reaches far beyond what happens in the classroom and is often influenced by activities 

that take place in the realm of third space. It is where the functions of teaching and 

support intersect that “complete” learning/development happens/occurs [30, 40].   

 

In this paper, I reflect on my interactions with the first-year students that I worked 

with from both avenues of my profession with the intention to interrogate our percep-

tion of student success in line with the proposed enablers of this success. Through this 

paper, I wish to interrogate the concept of student success through the perspective of 

our students and understand possible gaps in our perception as staff within higher 

education using the critical paradigm.    

 

2 Theoretical Framework 

 

The framework used to guide this reflection is a combination of Roy Bhaskar’s criti-

cal realism [6] and Margaret Archer's theory on social realism [2, 3]. These theories 

were selected as they would assist me in laying my reflection in a manner that would 

assist me in seeing gaps in our assumptions as academics when it comes to student 

success. Observations within the three layers described by Bhaskar will be made i.e. 

the Real (that which we cannot change), Actual (that which is our version of the truth) 

and Empirical (that which is individually experienced through who we are) layers. It 

is important to note that these layers do not exist independently but in constant flux. 

In creating a stratified version of our reality, we would look at what is embedded and 

affects our reality with regard to existing structures and culture on the macro, meso 

and micro levels. Using Archer’s morphogenetic framework to observe if change 

occurs or not i.e. morphogenesis (change) occurs or morphostasis (no change) [3,8].  
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According to Boughey and McKenna [8],  

“ Events at the level of the Actual and experience at the level of the Empirical 

both emerge from mechanisms at the level of the Real.” 

 

Using Archer’s social realism theory through the morphogenetic framework we ex-

pect to draw from what we see occurring, through the experiences of students in rela-

tion to context and reality at the time. With regard to the observance of agency, I 

would reflect on the role of students as primary agents and the power dynamics that 

they potentially have. 

 

“ … collective action is a property of agency, although the power to exercise 

this action is enabled or constrained by the cultural and structural systems in 

which the agents are placed.” – Boughey and McKenna 

 

We understand culture and structure to be in a constant state of flux, as such, through 

this analysis we look to identify emerging approaches that could be considered as 

enablers to improving student success within our context.  

 

3  Methodology 

The paper will use a qualitative approach using empirical data collected from a num-

ber of surveys carried out by the FYE team as well as evaluations that I conducted 

with my chemistry students at the end of a semester of teaching. The empirical data 

was collected from the students through the open-ended questions in the surveys. The 

use of quantitative data is used only to substantiate the data collected. 

 

Qualitative data responses will be discussed using Archer’s theory of social realism to 

identify emerging mechanisms of student success through the interaction of individu-

als and their experiences. Full confidentiality will be exercised when working with the 

data of students. No names and or student numbers will be used in reference to the 

content. One of the major limitations of the research is that we did not use all the data 

generated from the other FYE activities in this paper. As the individual conducting 

the reflection, this might lead to a bias as the reflection is based on my experience and 

perspective. 

 

As I reflect on the data collected and my practice, I will separate the results into three 

levels, the macro, mezzo and micro levels. The macro level will cover the perceptions 

of student success from the perspective of the South African Higher education plat-

form. The mezzo level will look at student success from the perspective of the institu-

tion in which the data was collected, whilst the micro level, will look at student suc-

cess from the perspective of the students. The following section will thus follow that 

split of information. 
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4 Macro view of student success 

The phenomenon of student success existed for a long time, it became more of a focus 

area in the South African higher education sector in early 2000 [22]. Institutions 

looked at ways of improving student success in their context. Definitions of student 

success can vary; however, the longstanding manner of interpreting student success is 

through the measure of graduation rates, more specifically students who graduate in 

minimum time and are fit to meet the country’s social and economic needs [35, 14]. 

The danger of higher education institutions evaluating success in terms of pass rates, 

throughput rates, graduation rates etc. rather than community building and support 

[21, 43] is that it may lead to the commercialisation of HE, which would have the 

potential to somewhat devalued its purpose [10, 31, 34, 39]. 

 

Transforming Higher Education in relation to how we review our practices and ways 

of thinking can have a direct influence on the development of society in addressing 

longstanding inequalities and injustices. Unfortunately, racial disparities are still pre-

sent and can be observed through data on differential success rates and completion 

rates [9, 17, 25]. From the Fees must Fall campaigns [32] to conversations on decolo-

nization [4, 9, 15, 18, 23, 24, 25, 26, 28, 33] the concept of social justice in Higher 

Education still needs to be addressed. If one has to use student throughput as the pri-

mary measure of success rate, then I think we can say that we still have a lot of im-

provement to make, especially in terms of addressing social inequities. 

 

During the recent global pandemic, fundamental cracks in HE that separate the South 

African educational system were made more evident [13]. Universities categorised as 

Historically Disadvantaged Institutions (HDI), struggled to cope with the adoption of 

the “new” technological approach to teaching and learning, as most cater for the 

poorer communities [14]. Student success has now taken on a new view, with a con-

sideration of the student as a whole being, with the introduction of the discourse of 

the concept that students should not be considered as decontextualized individuals [8].  

 

There are multiple factors that affect student success and although student success can 

also be measured in terms of persistence, grit (continuation), completion and satisfac-

tion [20], consideration to their individual contextual needs to also be considered. In 

addition, the manner in which students view their success can take a very complex 

path, that is not always the same as how the institutions might define it. As such this 

could lead to higher attrition and reduced graduation rates (in minimum time) [12].  

 

As we have observed societal disparities in South Africa affect overall student suc-

cess, and equal access does not translate to equal success for our students [17]. There 

is a dire need for us to move away from focusing solely on epistemic access and 

acknowledge that there are many other aspects that affect a student's ability to succeed 

First-Year Experience: Pedagogies of Care as an Enabler to Student Success             43



in higher education. McKenna [8], argues that social context should be considered as 

either an enabler or dis(enabler) towards the agency of students to take control of their 

success/learning.  

 

5 Mezzo View of Student Success 

Mangosuthu University of Technology is a University of Technology, set within a 

township in KwaZulu Natal. We register approximately 13 000 students with about 

3000 first-year students.  There are three faculties in all which focus on the fields of 

science and technology, i.e. Natural Science, Engineering, and Management Sciences. 

Improving student success forms part of our key strategic goals at the university, and 

although the primary measurement of student success is throughput and graduation 

rates, we also are building a new holistic view of student support. From BUSSE data, 

we understand that over 90% of our students are first-generation students, with over 

88% that are reliant on NASFAS funding. Just over 60 % of the students responded 

that MUT was their first institution of choice, and when asked how they felt after 

registering students responded: 

 

“I feel grateful for being in this university and gaining more knowledge”- FY 1 

 

“ It's exciting but it's hard to say because I'm still trying to get used to this en-

vironment”- FY 2 

“For now, it is not easy for me. it is so difficult but I will make sure I do my 

best.”- FY 3 

 

The mixed responses show not only excitement but also uncertainty as they are enter-

ing a new environment. 

At the university, we offer a First-Year experience programme which is an initiative 

of the Teaching and Learning Development Centre which has a peer mentorship pro-

gramme at the core of its activities. The peer mentorship program has been designed 

to support students both in their coursework and as well as the university and is de-

signed on the premise of offering both epistemic access and a sense of belonging 

through socialisation. However, this is considered an add-on to the primary function 

of teaching and learning that occurs in the classroom and is considered a competing 

activity to the core activities of teaching. Responses from mentees who were support-

ed in their academic work show that linking these activities to what happens in the 

classroom has merit as it allows students to engage with their discipline knowledge on 

a much deeper level.  

 

“Having a mentor made things much simpler for me because I knew whenever I 

have a problem, I didn't understand something during the lecturer's lesson, my 

mentor will come through for me.”- Mentee A 
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“I asked my mentor to help me with chemistry and my mentor helped me with 

the part that I didn't understand” Mentee B 

 

“She helped me a lot with all of my modules because I had no clue of what was 

going on with Civil Engineering since I'm from high school, but I managed to ob-

tain good marks because of her. She had time and patience for me”- Mentee C 

 

Care and careful practices can exist beyond the classroom, with the acknowledgement 

of the influence of what happens in the third space. The third space does not just exist 

for staff, i.e. between staff-staff relationships, but also exists between staff-student 

and student-students (McIntosh and Nutt, 2022). The partnership that happens be-

tween mentors and mentees allows students to transition far beyond their role as a 

consumer of knowledge.  

 

“It helped me by giving me a way to think outside the box, and let me know aca-

demically what I like” – Mentee D 

 

“It helps me in my studies and gives me more knowledge”- Mentee E 

 

“Gained confidence to share my view infront of people without fearing of bring 

judged of laughed by other students”- Mentee F 

 

 

The binary perspective of academic and non-academic activities can lead to a divide 

in the effectiveness of practices in higher education and thus overall student success. 

The poor academic performance of students becomes a service department's function 

to “fix” (ref) with activities outside of teaching described as being non-academic in 

nature, even though they have a direct impact on the academic performance of a stu-

dent.  

 

The potential of enhancing student success lies at the intersection of these activities, 

and through building further partnerships between students and staff as well as staff 

and staff. Such activities do come with patience and hard work, but as described by 

Carey “... result in stronger outcomes because they represent a shared, collective 

voice/ perspective rather than an individual one”. (2022) 

 

6 Micro View of Student Success 

In understanding the other impacts that affect student success I have extracted three 

themes below.  
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6.1 Patterns of Participation 

The BUSSE survey and the get-to-know-you surveys that were conducted with first-

year students show that students have an inflated view of their expectations when 

entering the university. They consider themselves somewhat prepared for their studies 

and the new environment. Most considered themselves to be tech-savvy, with a good 

grasp of English but did state that they would like to seek assistance to improve how 

they perform academically. However, most students also considered themselves to be 

shy and reserved.  

Students felt ready and excited when first entering the university and have acknowl-

edged that not everyone gets the opportunity to pursue their studies: 

 

“I am happy that I am now a student of MUT and I appreciate the opportunity be-

cause many people who wanted it never got it but I did”- FY 4 

 

“It is the great thing that ever happened to me, that I never thought it will happen 

to me.” -FY 5 

 

“It is a dream come true after having difficulties in finding an institution.”- FY 6 

 

From the responses above, we can see that success for these students means entering 

the university space. They come in with a desire to succeed and a willingness to work 

hard to achieve their dreams. However, the goal of the students might not be to com-

plete within minimum time, but to eventually complete their studies. The goal of stu-

dents is to be accepted in an institution of higher learning. However, they may not 

have a full understanding of the demands that it would entail. The motivation to suc-

ceed might be there, but the understanding of how to succeed might not be completely 

understood [8]. 

 

6.2 Epistemic Access Points 

Language is an important access point to learning for any student. As mentioned over 

80 % of our students are NASFAS funded, which is an indication of the access point 

of our students to higher education. It is important to note that 100% of our students 

are black African, with English as a 2nd language, the dominant language at home is 

Isizulu (95%) and then Xhosa (19 %). The language of instruction at MUT is English, 

as such students do have difficulty linking to new disciplinary language. Having men-

tors to assist with translation and explanation helps students to learn new concepts, 

however, in addition to the language of instruction is a new digital language which 

has become increasingly important to knowledge.  

 

“There is an improvement in test two marks compared to my test one in all my 

modules. I passed Introduction to Computer with distinction because he used to 

teach us how to do Excel and Word.”- Mentee G 
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In addition to the support given by the mentors, the FYE team also introduced Digital 

Literacy Skills training which is based on the needs of our students through the obser-

vations of previous surveys and engagements. These classes help to get students up to 

speed with the basic tools that they will be using in class. Again, this support is pe-

riphery to what happens in actual teaching, but necessary to the learning process. 

Having modelled it in my classroom, before we began our lessons I found that stu-

dents got to learn how to apply their knowledge, write reports and access digital tools 

more easily: 

“Yes. I was able to register my teams account, how to use it and even better how  

to create meetings with my peers”- Chem A 

 

“I was able to understand and use technology”- Chem B 

 

By using multiple access points to learn students were able to continue asking ques-

tions and getting support far beyond the classroom. They could also learn new skills 

such as working as a team, or communication skills which also aided in the learning 

process. Improvements in academic performance is a sure sign of movement toward 

student success as seen in the following comments by students: 

 

“I got myself few distinctions and scored an average semester mark of 80%” 

 

“I learned new studying skills and I got distinctions in four of my subject” 

 

“I understood how to present and made me see the importance  of explaining  in 

detail when writing  tests” 

 

Through these engagements amongst peer, we could also see the additional aspects 

that affect a students performance: 

 

“First of all guidance, as we all know that proper guidance is one of the pillars of 

our lives. So having a mentor really helped me with a lot of different things. Most 

importantly It did not help me with tertiary-related work only, even my personal 

behaviour really improved because of my mentor. Sometimes I needed motivation 

and words of encouragement to get back on my feet, and having a mentor was re-

ally a lucrative deal when it comes to helping me with that.” 

 

In the next section, we will highlight a few additional access points to student success 

as seen by students. 

 

First-Year Experience: Pedagogies of Care as an Enabler to Student Success             47



6.3 Ontologic Access Points 

Fear can limit the progress of development, and students fear engaging out of their 

safe space due to fear of judgment for a number of reasons. Breaking these limitations 

gets students to go beyond the boundaries of their perceived limitations. 

 

“Gained confidence to share my view in front of people without fearing of being 

judged or laughed at by other students” 

 

They build confidence in a field that they may not have entered through a choice of 

their own but rather through circumstances. 

 

“Yes it did support me academically because as I've just stated that I started hav-

ing a passion for this line of work and that's how I started doing better academi-

cally” 

 

Finally motivation and understanding of what is expected of you as a student help to 

strategies, and plan. In a way, students take control of their own success with a view 

to their future. 

 

“In terms of motivations and strategies to solve whatever problems I am facing in 

the university since it is my first time” 

7 Discussion 

From the data collected and the information above, we can see that there is a disparity 

between how student success is viewed by institutions of higher education and that 

which students make as they engage with the platforms of HE. The actual events of 

poor throughput rates and pass rates could be a result of this disconnect. Although 

students value having access to HE, they enter this foreign environment with fear and 

a sense of unknowing. Success for a student is defined by the small access points that 

they make as they get to learn more about themselves and the new world that they are 

encountering, and these need not occur within a classroom. These points of access to 

their success can come from linkages to understanding their courses (epistemic) or 

linkages to understanding themselves (ontological).  

 

Although performing well academically is a priority for students, the notion of finish-

ing within minimum time might not be a priority. As such the assumptions of the real 

(i.e. the expectation of HE), leads to the actual events of longer study periods and 

prolonged graduation rates. 

 

A second assumption made within higher education is that focused measures to ad-

dress the low pass rates should be solely embedded within a curriculum i.e. pedagogi-

cal practices within the classroom. In addition, students who might not fall within the 

assumed definition of a traditional university student should attend additional inter-

48             A. Ramrung



ventions by support structures to articulate the gaps that their background, culture, or 

history has created. This leads to the third assumption that students are decontextual-

ised learners and that a one-size-fits-all approach to support would address the chal-

lenges that students face.  

 

In terms of institutional structure, institutions that rigidly operate within the binary 

perspective of academic and non-academic roles fall into the risk of not being able to 

adequately prepare our students for overall success. As described by students, en-

gagement in additional activities allowed them to grow beyond their engagement in 

the class. They could apply their knowledge, learn to develop a passion for their field, 

reduce fears that limited their engagement with lessons, and access knowledge by 

working together. Pedagogical practices far extended what happened within the class-

room, with consideration to the person rather than the result. The emergence of the 

engagement that occurs when the two worlds of academic and non-academic activities 

intersect i.e. the third space is important to note. Intentional engagement within this 

third space has the potential to address both definitions of student success and reduce 

the divide between expectation and actual.  

 

More so, by engaging with students through surveys, interviews etc. we better under-

stand our gaps in assumptions. The inclusion of the student voice has the potential to 

improve our practices and understand the actual needs of our students. This adjust-

ment of institutional culture, by becoming more inclusive, would allow students to 

become better agents of change and take ownership of their success as students.  

 

 

The emergence of support within the third space would ensure that morphogenesis 

occurs. It is important to note that the third space does not just exist between staff, but 

also between students who perform support roles, i.e. mentors, tutors etc. It is here 

that even students are exposed to pedagogical practices.  

 

 

8 Conclusion 

 

By understanding the structure and culture that our students come from, we can build 

a means of ensuring their success. Students are not decontextualised learners, as they 

are complex beings with unique needs. The integration of student voice in institution-

al practices has the potential to address and learn about those specific needs. In addi-

tion, rigid institutional structures and culture can lead to hegemonic practices among 

staff and students. This could reduce the overall success of our students. Partnerships 

between academic and non-academic staff; staff and students and students and stu-

dents with academic and non-academic roles have the potential to break down exist-

ing silos and perceptions. Student success is everyone’s business and as such the in-
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tersections of roles are essential for progress. The emergence of third spaces allows 

the intersection of roles.  

 

Pedagogical practices are not limited to the classroom and can expand far beyond. 

Through these partnerships, directed by care and careful practices, a complete under-

standing of student success can be built. It does not benefit students or institutions to 

work on goals that are isolated from each other. As such it is increasingly necessary 

that hegemonic practices that separate academic and non-academic activities should 

be reviewed, with a vision to integrate through collective voices and strength.  
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