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PREFACE
The stories in this booklet have been told by a group of second-year
undergraduate students from the University of Fort Hare, the University
of Johannesburg and Rhodes University. These students, together with
many others, all from rural areas and studying a range of subjects,
participated in the Southern African Rurality in Higher Education
(SARiHE) project during 2017 and 2018. The aim of this project was to
investigate how students from rural areas in South Africa experience
getting into and studying in higher education, to enable them to
celebrate the knowledge and skills that they have developed in their
families and communities and to influence and enhance the support
given to them by universities. The students themselves initiated this
booklet, seeing it as a way to give something back to their communities.
Small groups, helped by Professor Gina Wisker from the University of
Brighton in the UK, worked together over a few weekends to produce
this booklet. Their stories are personal, describing similar and different
experiences.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Southern African Rurality in Higher Education (SARiHE) is a project
that works with student co-researchers across three South African
universities − the University of Johannesburg, Rhodes University and
the University of Fort Hare. As students we are documenting our prior
learning experiences in the rural areas and our university experiences.
The booklet’s purpose is to educate families, friends, schools, and
communities about the transition of an individual from rural experiences
to university experiences, the challenges and how one can face and
overcome them. It also touches on things we have in common although
we come from different ruralities and/or backgrounds.
In the post-apartheid era, access to higher education has increased
dramatically. However, due to lack of information, finance, and support,
most people from rural areas don’t get a chance to go to university,
while those who do often drop out without a qualification. These issues
don’t have to be a barrier to everyone trying to reach their potential.
This guide is for every individual who doubts themselves, with the
aim of providing them with solutions developed by co-researchers
from rural areas. This booklet will discuss rural life, with its values, the
journey to university or higher education, the transition into university,
and most importantly, how you can move on from problems you may
face and concentrate on the goal, in order to be successful at getting
your qualification.
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2. RURAL LIFE
Life in rural areas is as exciting as any other life somewhere else.
However, even rural people do think about life outside their own place;
we think of going to varsities after matric that are located miles away
in an urban setting. Life in rural areas is also different in terms of
development.

2.1 EXPERIENCES
Rural areas are about togetherness, and most importantly, showing
Ubuntu toward one another. The rural environment is the grass roots
for learning chores, discipline, self-dependence, and respect. People in
these areas are governed by custom, tradition, and welfare.
In rural areas, some are developed while others are poorly developed.
Some rural households use dam, river or spring water, rely on
unventilated, basic pit latrines, and some have no toilet facility at all.
However, some rural areas have proper water and sanitation services
provided by the municipality. The challenging part is that we walk long
distances to reach schools, since there are few available. Some live in
RDP houses, shacks, mud huts, or well-built cement brick houses, but
the good part is, no matter the house you live in, we make it a home
and are happy as a family.
“As boys we used to go and swim there.
Since the dam was too dangerous, we
were warned by our parents not to
swim, but there was not even a single
day we would not go and swim. Every
time when we came back, we would
get a terrible hiding.”
− Student co-researcher 1

1

All quotations in this booklet are by student co-researchers.

7

2.2 THINKING ABOUT THE FUTURE
Rural people are also ambitious. We want to get educated at
university to better our society, and to break the chains of poverty in
our communities. There are people in our communities, or even family
members or relatives, who stand out in the community we live in. These
people are educated, they have big houses, they have cars, and some
are our teachers, from primary to high school level. We want to be like
them. We all remember how we came to think of going to varsity:

“My ambition started at primary level. Well, it was not such a
good thought though; my teacher used to beat us when we
couldn’t get mathematical questions right, so I aspired to be
like him so that I could come back and punish his children.
Hahaha! It was just about revenge back then, but when I got
to high school, I was introduced to other interesting careers,
such as nursing, sciences, and accounting. My sister became
a nurse, so I got more interested in furthering my studies.”
“Truth is, I was not sure of what I wanted to do, but I was
interested in anything that has to do with calculations.”
“At a personal level, I value family so much and I feel I owe
them a lot, and by going to school it’s the least I can do to
pay them back for allowing me to grow to the kind of person
I am now. I can do all these things through Christ; I am a
believer that all things are created by God.”
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“EDUCATION AT A
UNIVERSITY IS THE ONLY
TOOL ONE CAN USE TO
RESHAPE THE SITUATION
BACK AT HOME.”
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“AT UNIVERSITY IS WHERE
WE CAN REALLY BRING
BACK THE FORGOTTEN
HOPE OF OUR PARENTS.”

10

BEFORE COMING TO UNIVERSITY
“Ehh…digital technology (radio) did play a very crucial role
because speakers from different institutions were talking
about applying to the universities, not only one but for many
universities, so as to be able to be in a good position to decide
which institution do I prefer to attend to, when they have all
admitted me. Advertisements also provided more information about bursary opportunities that were available. Now
that I am at university, technology such as radio does still
play an important role, because things like bursaries and
when fees have been increased are always announced.”

WHEN DID YOU START TO HEAR ABOUT UNIVERSITY?
“I started to hear about university when I was doing my
grade 10 in 2012 at Flagstaff Comprehensive School, where I
was doing my high school level. Moreover, all along as I was
studying, it was just something funny to me; surprisingly I
did not even know what I actually want to be due to the fact
that I grew up in a very remote area. Furthermore, while I was
doing my grade 10, I attended career exhibitions where I got
more information, hence there were different people coming
from different institutions in South Africa and those people
told me about university. So I got a wide range of information
about what is called UNIVERSITY.”
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2.3 APPLYING TO UNIVERSITY
Applying to university is generally frustrating when you don’t know
anything about technology. Well, for schools where you just use forms
and the post office it is much better. But with technology it is faster to
apply via the Internet, which is a challenge for a rural matriculant or
learner. Downloading an application form is also a problem, because
we don’t know where to find it − we are not very good at following
online instructions and the language is too difficult for us. Having no
Internet café available for Internet access is also a challenge as we
have to buy data for our smartphones, which is very expensive and
some learners don’t even have one.
Although, some teachers are very helpful in providing application
forms and helping us choose the career that suits us. Some schools are
fortunate enough to attend career guidance for guiding them in career
choice, based on performance in subjects and getting application
forms from different institutions. To some of us newspapers, radios,
and televisions are our only sources of information and we have to use
the little money we have to reach those institutions to apply. But some
have relatives and friends already at higher institutions and they help
them with the application process.

12

HOW I CHOSE THE UNIVERSITY AND APPLIED TO
“I have a neighbour who attended the University of
Cape Town and he did the same course that I wanted
to do, so I asked people about Cape Town and they told
me that it was one of the good schools. I went to the
Internet café to download application forms with the
help of a friend. The next day, my school mate told me
about the University of Johannesburg and she said it
has a free application fee if you apply online − well, UCT
application fee was R100 and I didn’t even have it, so I
took the opportunity. I applied.”
“University of Fort Hare is the best and cheapest
university ever, hence it is meant for people like me who
are from remote areas, and it is also meant for black
poor people. It is very good in the degree that I wanted
to study.”
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“WHEN LEAVING FROM YOUR RURAL
HOME TO ANOTHER PLACE, YOU
WILL NEVER JUST LEAVE HOME AS
SOMEONE WHO’S JUST GOING TO A
NEARBY PLACE. ALL FAMILY, CLOSEST
FAMILY AND FRIENDS WILL GATHER
TO INSTRUCT YOU TO NEVER FORGET
YOUR PURPOSE OF LEAVING HOME.”
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3. JOURNEY TO UNIVERSITY
The journey to university is a good feeling, since most family members
at home didn’t get the chance to go, and I’m among the lucky ones.

3.1 FROM HOME
As the first step, the outcome of the grade 12 results for individuals is
the starting point for everyone realising that they have to leave home.
To me, this was not different; however there were different thoughts
about whether I would make it there or not.
The basic problem I had was that I did not know anyone in Johannesburg.
None of my relatives were working where I was supposed to go, so this
meant I had no-one to receive me in Johannesburg. The fortunate
part was that my teacher realised that I had a problem and she
started helping me immediately to find a place that I could use while
registering. She arranged with people she knew in Johannesburg to
help assisting when I arrived, and that they could take me to the
necessary place.
The day that I left for university felt so different, because I had to take
a journey while I was frightened about a lot of issues. While on the bus
I was thinking how I was going to recognise someone I have never met
before.
The day I travelled I was very anxious, because I did not even have
a way of contacting everyone to let them know where I was. My
cellphone was wet since it was raining on the way to the bus station
that morning.
I finally arrived and managed to successfully contact the person who
was picking me up. The first thing I noticed when I arrived was the big
city and tall buildings, which seemed to all look the same at the time.
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On that day, I remember trying to memorise the way I was going, by
counting the number of turns and streets we passed. But I lost count
and gave up, and then started paying attention to the warnings I had
been given about Johannesburg and how to survive the crime there.
Luckily I did not struggle finding the university’s location, because I
had someone who knew the area.
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3.2 REGISTRATION PERIOD: ONE PERSON’S EXPERIENCE
Having no one to meet me when I arrived in Johannesburg for my
registration, actually affected my registration period. I was late for
registration because of that − I remember having to run up and down
to convince the administrators that I had been accepted, while trying
to register. The additional problem was that the sponsor I had at the
time had a history at school of not paying the fees that they were
responsible for. They were telling me to pay my own registration fees,
which I did not have. This was the actual reason why I ended up being
late for registration. My sponsor refused to write me a letter that they
would be responsible for my fees that year, so I would be able to
register.
The fortunate part was that I applied to various sponsors, so another
one replied on the closing date of the registration. The problem was
that I was not at school at the time of the response, so that caused
me being late for registering. On Monday of the following week I went
to the university, to try and register. That Monday was the start of the
classes for the semester and as a result the faculty was telling me that
I was going to fail. They wanted to save the money, which, according
to them, would just be wasted. I was being told that Engineering is
very tough and that I wouldn’t be able to catch up. This was their main
excuse (among others) and they told me that I should just go back
home and leave university before even starting. But I was convinced
that I had to register, because I was eligible and had all the legal
documents. Because of the disagreement between me and the person
at the faculty who was responsible for unblocking people to register,
it became an issue − such that it had to be resolved by the Dean of
Engineering, who then authorised that I should be registered and start
attending classes immediately. The delay of registration led to me not
attending the first-year seminar.

17

3.3 SETTLING IN
After battling the issue of registration, I had to face one more nonacademic battle. This time it was the issue of accommodation. At
this stage, the issue was that almost everywhere, accommodations
were fully occupied, unless they were not accredited by the university
to be a student accommodation. So, this led to me moving into my
accommodation at the beginning of March, which was almost one
month later. In the meantime, I was staying with someone I knew, and
they helped me understand and know the area, since I did not attend
the seminar.

“Seeing someone just getting in front of you after being in the
queue for a long period of time is frustrating. Unfairness from
student assistants has made me raise concerns regarding the
favouritism towards their friends. I love people, I like people,
but all those things of being disrespected by my colleagues
and student assistants had turned me into being somebody
else.”

“There is little or no interaction in the lectures at university
because of the language of communication. Sometimes you
don’t get the terminology, but when things are expressed
in your language that’s when you understand better. I
personally struggle with understanding the academic papers
we have to study. This causes poor performance because
you did not get the facts − not that you don’t know it, but it
would have been better if it was in your language.”
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SOLUTION:
The best way to overcome all these challenges is to talk to people
and make friends, and most importantly to ask people when you are
looking for information or when you are lost, which will help in building
your confidence and the way of expressing yourself. When it comes
to not understanding in class and being scared of asking questions,
sometimes you just have to be brave and ask your question, and if
they laugh at you, you will be able to know where you went wrong
and have a chance to better understand the concept and to fix your
mistakes. The other solution is to use the consultation sessions that the
lecturer has provided to seek help.
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A STORY ABOUT A UNIVERSITY STUDENT
She had studied in high school, passed her matric with exemption and
had qualified for a Bachelor’s degree at university.
She was from a very disadvantaged background. Her mother was
a single parent and unemployed. The time to go to university had
arrived and they had to decide. The mother was very worried about
how her child would survive at university without money or proper
clothes. But little did she know about the studying options that are
there. She went to university, leaving her worried mother behind.
The villagers were talking behind her mother’s back celebrating an
imaginary disappointment. They had thought to themselves that her
child would come back, since she is one of the most suffering people
they know.
It was too early to celebrate!
She came back home during the holidays and there was a great
transformation in her. She looked like someone from far away, yet she
belonged with the rest of them. She became her peers’ role model
for they were inspired and all wanted to be like her. She walked with
confidence knowing those her age looked up to her. She had closed
the mouths of those that had spoken negatively about her mom and
her. All this happened only because her mind was trained to see the
good in everything.
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4. TRANSITION TO UNIVERSITY
This moment is one of the best that you will experience, and is filled
with much excitement, as you get to meet new people from different
backgrounds. However, it is still challenging, as you are trying to make
friends. So you get those moments when you have to talk to every
single person you come across just not to feel lost. There are also the
moments of having to buy books while you’re used to being given
everything in high school. You also have to apply or sign for funding,
which requires you to stand in long queues, and it sometimes gets hard
when you don’t have anything to eat.

MOVING FROM HOME…

…GOING TO UNIVERSITY

Arriving at university as a rural child to become a first-year student
is quite a challenge but all challenges can be overcome. Learning at
university is very different from learning in high school. Varsity learning
can sometimes be complicated for a first-time learner, but associating
yourself with others makes the job lighter, for you will get to meet
someone who has been through the same as what you are going
through.
Varsity is not as scary as it may seem though; all that is required is for
you to stick to what you had come to do.
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“THE EXCITEMENT OF KNOWING
YOU’RE ABOUT TO BE A VARSITY
STUDENT FADES AWAY WITH THE
FRUSTRATIONS THAT YOU ENCOUNTER
WHEN YOU GET TO THAT PARTICULAR
UNIVERSITY.”
“LARGE CLASSROOMS ARE A
FRUSTRATION ON THEIR OWN.”
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DID YOU HAVE ANY CONNECTIONS AT UNIVERSITY?

“You will not believe how I was struggling − even to get to
know my status of whether I have been admitted or not,
because Fort Hare is failing to update students to let them
know whether they have been accepted. I just came here with
the statement of my results, not even aware of where I will
sleep after admission, because I was far away from home.”

At university you need to socialise with others. You cannot do everything
on your own. In a world you don’t know, with people you don’t know,
and doing things you’ve never done, you need to really connect with
others, so as to connect with this ‘strange place’ that is the university.
Transitioning from rural life to university life was never an easy process.
Getting to university is the same as taking a new path in your life.
It is true that life is a long journey to an unknown success. Growing
up in the rurals, coming from a less privileged background or home,
and attending a school that is in the deep rurals where things take
time to reach you, can make learners feel as if they are living in a
forgotten world. It is sometimes painful to grow up in the rurals, not
knowing anything about life out there and only knowing the life that
you’ve lived, trapped in the rurals. Moving from the rurals to university
involves meeting new people, some of them not the kind of people
you would really like to associate yourself with. But the truth is, every
situation comes and goes, it doesn’t last forever and not everything is
as challenging when you think about it.
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4.1 ATTENDING LECTURES
The first difficult thing that one comes across is using a timetable in
order to find venues where you have to attend classes. Most of us
are used to small buildings that do not have many floors, so as a
new student you sometimes get lost and end up not attending your
first classes. It is one of the best moments, but scary at the same
time, as most of us from rural areas don’t express ourselves fluently
in English. When it is your first time attending class, you are afraid of
asking questions because you think your peers will laugh at you, as
you are not confident enough when speaking English. Most of us are
used to learning with a chalkboard in class and don’t know anything
about projectors.
Then there are also the extremely large exam rooms. Experiencing
other things for the first time might be exciting, yet it is also frustrating
at times. But the frustration gets better as time goes on. Sometimes
it makes us angry, but the next moment it tends to be something we
even get to laugh about.
“As you can see, the desks and chairs
are well arranged. This is where
exams take place. During this period
everybody is experiencing a tough
time, because no one is allowed to
communicate with another person
due to exam rules. The rows are
arranged in such a way that rows
with a module from one faculty are
separated by rows with a module
from another faculty.”
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4.2 ADAPTING TO THE DIGITAL WORLD
According to the dictionary on Google, ‘digital world’ refers to one where
people connect through technology using physical communication
media such as emails. As a student, the only form of communication
you are used to is WhatsApp and Facebook, and when you have just
arrived at varsity, you have to adapt to new forms of communication.
For example, you have to check your emails for announcements that
the lecturer has posted. Also, you have to access uLink and Blackboard
to find notes and to check assignments, which is a difficult process if
you are not used to it. The other thing is that most of us are used
to submit handwritten assignments, and you would just open the
Internet and search the question you want to find an answer to and
submit. But when you’re in varsity, you’re taught that taking work as it
is from Google is plagiarism, and also that not referencing your work
is plagiarism, which results in a disciplinary hearing.
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4.3 BEING INDEPENDENT
This is one of the difficult moments but also the best, as you get a
chance to be alone without parents’ supervision. It’s also difficult, as
you have to cook for yourself every single day, which becomes a lot of
work when you are tired from all the classes you have attended that
day. But, it doesn’t really work against us as we come with skills such
as making our own food, cooking and also taking care of ourselves
and people around us, which is an advantage in creating a new family
with the people around you. Even this process offers challenges,
and you have to choose friends that have the same goals as you to
motivate you while studying, as you don’t have parental supervision,
which results in most students forgetting books, and ending up failing.

GRADUATION VENUE
“This is so beautiful. You can
imagine after such a long time
doing that particular degree,
there comes graduation time
− oh wow!!! God is great at
all times. The graduates are
on one side, with parents and
guardians on the other side.”
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5. GRADUATING AND MOVING ON
The only thing that kept the ball rolling and helped me to focus was
the first reason that drove me out of my home: obtaining the degree.
Financial freedom and independence depend on this. It was not just a
matter of passing and graduating, but also because I didn’t really have
a choice. I come from a poor family background and definitely want
to break the chain of poverty, since my pride and self-respect don’t
allow me to stay like that. The envy of the luxurious life I have seen on
television and from neighbours also motivated me.
Being from a rural area became an advantage to me in this foreign
world. The fact of not being used to partying (attending clubs) became
a motivation to focus more on studying. The fear of being robbed or
mugged and getting lost kept me indoors. It was not because I didn’t
want to enjoy my youth, but the discipline I came with from home just
kept on dragging me to my study table and chair, even though peer
pressure was sometimes too much. Because I’m used to focusing on
important things in life, I just continued and used my money wisely. This
didn’t make me socially excluded, but I chose to be involved in good
socialising, such as joining and attending different sporting activities
in the university, watching movies with friends, being active on social
mass media, and just relaxing at the student centre with friends or at
shops around the campus.
The fear of losing the bursary or the financial scheme also kept the
energy of studying together. I come from a family that cannot afford
to pay my tuition fees so I had to study hard and make sure I pass
to retain the bursary. Going back home empty-handed (without the
degree) was the shame and disappointment I was clearly avoiding.
Being at university is the best experience ever, since you get to be free
from parents’ overprotective behaviour and meet new people with
different experiences. It is really good to explore new things and get
out of the comfort zone of our homes, while learning about reality to
prepare for our lives.
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“YOUR BACKGROUND
DOES NOT DETERMINE
YOUR FUTURE.”
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“LIFE LEADS US TO
DIFFERENT DESTINATIONS
THAT ONE HAD NEVER
IMAGINED.”
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6. FINAL ADVICE
Looking back at the stories and experiences portrayed in this book
by different students from different institutions, you may relate your
situation to the ones mentioned in the book. With proper usage of this
booklet, you will at least be able to overcome most of the challenges
that you face when applying, going through transition, and coping at
university.
As a student, you must record the happy moments in your life and put
aside or manage the bad ones that are irreversible, to make them less
harmful. We must understand that we are born different, our worth lies
in our power of fighting all challenges without surrendering or crying
over spilt milk.
Communication is the key; try to have a mentor through life and talk
to people who give required information. Be persistent and do not
make fun of your career or marginalise it, nor take it for granted. Stick
to your beliefs and compete with yourself − build yourself each and
every day.

WHAT DO I DO NOW?
If you are interested in going to university – or if you know somebody
who is – the first step is to Google the names of universities you are
interested in. You can then look at what is on offer and the different
areas of study.
Once you have all the information that you need, click on admissions
or applications to apply online. There will be contact details if you
want to phone or email for further advice.
Good luck!
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ABOUT THE PROJECT
In collaboration with universities in the wider Southern African region,
we investigated the experiences of rural students’ transitions to higher
education in South Africa, working with student co-researchers,
academics and university leaders.
This 36-month collaborative Newton Fund project, funded by the
ESRC and the NRF, was started in October 2016 and was concluded
in September 2019.
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