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Message from the
Editor

Welcome to this 2020 edition of our SANRC newsletter
Umsindo. It is now more than 3 months since South Africa
embarked upon a national lockdown in order to curtail the
spread of COVID-19. The impact upon higher education has
been far-reaching and it feels like uncertainty is the order of
the day. We have experienced campus closures, cancellations
of contact classes and a move to online teaching and learning,
all within short periods of time and in ways that feel dramatic
and transformative. It is difficult, if not impossible, to predict
with any measure of certainty how this disruption to the
higher education system will play out. So much remains
unknown about the trajectory of the COVID-19 pandemic.

I hope that you will appreciate the rest of the content that we
have gathered for this newsletter. We highlight the orientation
campaigning work done at Vaal University of Technology (VUT)
and University of Mpumalanga (UMP) in this newsletter. We also
talk through our concerns about this unprecedented moment in
higher education. How will the higher education system survive
the pandemic? What will be the likely effects of the pandemic on
all students, but especially first-year students? These are
questions that we have all been pondering.
One of the key goals of the First-Year Experience movement is to
help our students become better learners. Professor Bryce
Bunting enlightens us about the concept of ‘growth mindset’ and
how it can significantly impact the learning experiences of
students.

I hope that you all have been well during these challenging
times. It is with some effort that I have to remind myself that
there may well be a silver lining to the pandemic. As painful
and stressful as this moment may be, the pandemic has
presented higher education with the opportunity to rethink
the way we traditionally approach teaching and learning.
There was always the potential to make better use of online
learning in our teaching and learning, yet we never fully took
up the opportunity to embrace online learning. Now, we are
experimenting with online learning in ways that we might
otherwise have shunned or deferred to another point in the
future. While the digital divide looms larger than ever, the
COVID-19 pandemic may well be seen as the driver of change
for the higher education system. Toward this end, Mr
Munienge Mbodila, from Walter Sisulu University (WSU)
helped us better understand the implications of the COVID19 pandemic, from the perspective of an IT professional.

There are many voices in our First-Year Experience community
who can speak to the moment at hand. We have to be vocal on
behalf of the students for whom we advocate. Although we are
in uncharted waters, our scholarly expertise in First-Year
Experience must inform everything we do. We are the advocates
for our students. We know what affects our students. We are the
people who will carry our students through these challenging
times.
We send you all good wishes, and hold you in our thoughts.
All the best

Annsilla
Annsilla Nyar, PhD
South African National Resource Centre for the First-Year
Experience and Students in Transition (SANRC)

1

Week at Vaal University of Technology
(VUT)
Orientation
Week at Vaal
University of Technology
(VUT)
The SANRC visited Vaal University of Technology
(VUT) in January 2020 in order to attend the
orientation programme for first-year students.
Having never visited the VUT campus before, we
were really excited to meet the VUT colleagues and
students on their home ground. We received the
warmest of welcomes from our VUT colleagues. Dr
Corneli van der Walt and Ms Hazel Mtshontshi
went all out to make us feel comfortable and at
home.

We set up an SANRC stand outside the marquee
being used for the orientation programme. We
gifted the students with highlighters and special
laminated cards with tips for making the most of
their orientation. We also hosted a giveaway of
emoji cushions, which went down well with the
students.
Our SANRC stand was used as a place to mix with
the students and talk to them about their hopes
and plans for their studies. Some students
confided their fears that the university would not
live up to the promises being made at orientation.
We heard students express their feelings of anxiety
and disorientation, while others showed great
confidence in their ability to navigate their
university journey. Some students talked freely
about their ambitions to succeed at their studies.
The students were generally curious about the
SANRC. They asked lots of questions about the
SANRC. They were pleased that a Centre existed to
advocate for them as part of South Africa’s firstyear student population.

Our intention with our orientation work is, above
all, to support the orientation programmes being
implemented by institutions. Toward that end,
Annsilla Nyar made a presentation to the students
about the importance of the orientation activities
taking place. She encouraged students to
participate fully in their university life. Above all,
she reiterated the importance of reaching out for
support when needed. The line-up of speakers
following this presentation, bore testimony to the
support systems that the university has in place for
first-year students.

We hope to continue this orientation work at
other universities in South Africa. Thank you, VUT.
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VUT Orientation Week 2020

SANRC staff sharing tips for first-year students to
navigate university orientation.

Dr Annsilla Nyar addressing VUT first-year students
during orientation.

VUT students listening intently to the presentations
being made.

VUT first-year students and peer mentors gathering
around the SANRC table stand.
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Orientation Week at University of
Mpumalanga (UMP)
Orientation at a PostApartheid University in
South Africa
We have been curious to see how orientation takes
place at one of our ‘new’ universities, i.e. one of the
institutions created in a post-apartheid context. UMP
has a small but growing student population, (169 at the
time of creation in 2013). Since 2013, the university has
been steadily increasing its student intake. UMP
currently has a student population of 3650. We saw
approximately 1500 first-year students take part in the
orientation programme held over the week of 03-07
February 2020.

The programme began with an opening and welcome
address on the first day. It was followed by a range of
sessions, such as study skills, academic guidelines,
guided tours of the campus etc. Other topics covered,
included student wellness, career counselling, student
finance, student safety and security, student
governance and housing, sports and recreation, and
basic computer skills.
UMP’s orientation programme included some fun too.
A vibrant atmosphere was created with background
music, morning and afternoon breaks and colorful
gazebo stands with various resources available to firstyear students. A number of senior students were
recruited to offer mentorship and facilitation during
the orientation week. The presence of the senior
students lent a vibrant note to the proceedings. Firstyear students came to our gazebo stand to learn more
about the First-Year Experience and the Centre. We
gave the students highlighters to go with printed tips
for making the most of their first year of study. We held
a lucky draw competition, whereby ten students
winners stood a chance to win an emoji cushion.

We chatted to Mr Trust Nkomo from the University of
Mpumalanga (UMP), one of South Africa's new postapartheid universities. Mr Trust Nkomo drives the
orientation programme at UMP on both the Mbombela
campus (main) in Nelspruit and Siyabuswa campus in
Limpopo. He gave us the opportunity to visit UMP and
attend their orientation programme.
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UMP Orientation Week 2020

UMP peer mentors gathering around the SANRC
stand.

SANRC staff sharing orientation tips and
merchandise with UMP first-year students.

Mr Trust Nkomo assisting the SANRC with handing
out lucky draw competition gifts to UMP first-year
students.

SANRC staff addressing UMP first-year students
during orientation.
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What about our First-Year Students?
When we first learned about the COVID-19 pandemic, we could hardly talk of
anything else. We had many intense discussions in the office, mostly focused on
the question of the plight of the first-year student population. What follows is an
edited version of the discussions which took place between Annsilla Nyar (AN)
and Celine Meyers (CM) in early March 2020.
Sure, the 21st century generation of learners is tech savvy,
but they are also accessing social media on their
cellphones, and I am pretty sure that may well come
second to their university studies. They are sharing their
data with other family members. This is why I am saying
that this is a complicated situation for first-year students.
Being new to the higher education system, they are
already dealing with complex adjustment issues. The
experience might be overwhelming for some students.
This is the whole point of the work we do in the field of
First-Year Experience. We have to recognise their special
vulnerabilities and support them through the first-year
transition, as well as through the pandemic.

CM: Please share your thoughts about First-Year
Experience in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.
AN: It goes without saying that this is a complicated
matter. All student transitions are complicated, but I see
the first-year transition into university as perhaps the
most complex of all student transitions. It involves change
and transformation on several levels. We are talking
academic and intellectual change as well as intense
psychological change. It is a formative, character-shaping
time, for students. It is in this space that students learn
the habits that will likely stay with them for the rest of
their lives as students. First-year students have to contend
with the complexities of this transition…and they also
have to manage the complexities of the COVID-19
pandemic, the online learning, the social distancing
protocols. We are asking a lot of our first-year students.

CM: What are your thoughts about online learning? Will it
work?
AN: As I say, it really depends on the capabilities of the
higher education system (are lecturers prepared and
tech-savvy? Are they able to sufficiently engage students?
Remember lecturers are only human. It is a new
experience for them too) as well as the systemic issues
such as poverty and individual circumstances of students
(do they have the relevant access to technology, safe
learning environments? etc.). Online learning will require
a great deal of trial and error before we learn how to use
it effectively to bring out the best in students. It’s really
important for students to be the ones who are driving
their own learning.

CM: Do you feel they may not cope?
AN: No! That is not what I’m saying at all. Allow me to
explain. This should be, in many ways, an ideal moment to
test our readiness for the 4IR. We have been talking about
4IR for so long and COVID 19 has ironically presented the
world with the opportunity to test everything we have
been talking about. This generation of students is more
digitally savvy than ever before, and therefore well-placed
to be able to harness the power of technology and
participate in this new learning revolution. Unfortunately,
we cannot ignore the digital divide as well as the multiple
equalities which divide the student population. Some
first-year students will be better equipped to handle the
pandemic and the exigencies of online learning. They will
have the means to study at home, such as unlimited wifi
and a secure learning environment. Others may not even
have electricity, let alone wifi!

CM: What do you mean?
AN: I believe online learning will test students. Online
learning puts students in the driver’s seat. There is now an
intense requirement for self-direction. Students need to
be self-motivated. Being self-motivated is a critical life
skill. It will carry students in the classroom, but it will also
carry students far beyond, in life. This is something that
lecturers can’t do for students. Students need to be
intrinsically self-motivated. What motivates students,
may likely change over time. It depends on the subject
material, the task at hand, etc.
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There will undoubtedly be distractions at home. Having said
that, students need to understand that their success in higher
education now depends critically on themselves. There are
obstacles in life, smaller for some, and bigger for others. But
they need to sufficiently motivated. The better they
understand this, the better equipped they will be to achieve
success in their studies but also in life.
CM: Some courses will be more difficult than others…
AN: I agree. Some courses will have more suitable for online
learning, and others will not. Some courses have a practical or
lab-based content which cannot be substituted by online
means. There is no roadmap here. We are dealing with
multiple possibilities, all of which have uncertain outcomes. A
lot depends on the implementation of social distancing
measures, how the virus will evolve and the kinds of
interventions put in place by government to minimize the
disruptions of COVID-19.
CM: You’ve been talking generally about students. Let’s talk
about first year students specifically and how online learning
may affect them.
AN: I imagine this is a disorienting experience for first-year
students. Being new to the higher education system, first year
students may actually adjust better to online learning as they
have not really had the experience of contact learning. This
moment under the circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic
is all they know. My most immediate concern is that first year
students may end up having formed poor study habits during
the lockdown period. The lockdown is easing in South Africa,
but it may be a considerably long time before students are
back to formal contact mode at university. It is easy to become
distracted at home. It can be difficult to express yourself or
engage fully with the material. Remember non-verbal cues
don’t exist on digital platforms. That is, if you are fortunate
enough to have a safe learning environment or the requisite
access to technology.
CM: How do you see the COVID-19 issue affecting students?
AN: COVID-19 is putting the whole world under seemingly
unbearable pressure. I worry deeply about the mental health
implications of the pandemic and students are especially
vulnerable to anxiety and depression as a result of the
pandemic. The social isolation under lockdown conditions will
undoubtedly lead to mental health problems for students. I
can’t over-emphasise the importance of self-care for
students. South Africa’s infection rates are ever increasing and
COVID-19 is no longer just a distant disease. If students aren’t
already dealing with COVID-19, such as caring for sick family
members or navigating poverty and joblessness as a result of
the pandemic, they soon will be. There is a strong likelihood
that some students, particularly those from historically
disadvantaged backgrounds, will not be returning to their
studies once campuses re-open.
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CM: What do you see as the worst of this time of pandemic
for students?
AN: It is important to remember that it is not just academic
programmes that have been disrupted. Students lives have
been disrupted and uprooted by COVID-19. University is
representative of many powerful things to students.
University represents an ecosystem of sorts for students.
While the scale and quality of campus facilities differs widely
across institutions, regions and provinces, many students
rely crucially on their campus facilities as the primary source
of food, healthcare and support.
Often, students work on-campus or locally to earn money for
their university expenses. For those living in residences, and
particularly those who come from disadvantaged or unsafe
or non-existent family backgrounds, their residences
represent home. University is a life experience, and that
experience has been uprooted and upended by COVID-19. I
am saddened that many students have been cut adrift from
this experience of university life.
CM: How do you see the future? Do you feel positive?
AN: This is a good time to reflect on our educational
practices. Scholars have long argued that our educational
systems are archaic and wanting innovation. I myself have
tended to see the advent of online learning as a band-aid, a
temporary measure to deal with the pandemic, but hardly an
acceptable replacement for a full on-campus experience. As
time has gone by and I have learned more about the
possibilities of technology, I concede that it may have some
positive benefits.
CM: Can you summarise your feelings about COVID-19 and the
First-Year Experience?
AN: It is true that we are facing a global crisis, as previously
humankind has done many times throughout history. It is
probably the biggest crisis of our generation. But the storm
will pass. We will be different people and inhabiting a
different world when this storm has passed. Humankind is
infinitely adaptable and resilient. We will find ways of
navigating this crisis.
CM: Do you have an idea of what we should be doing as those
working in the field of First-Year Experience?
AN: As educators, our foremost priority is to ensure that
students receive emotional support and guidance during this
time. We have to pay attention to issues of equity. Equity in
higher education is a challenge at the best of times. We have
to identify those at-risk and vulnerable students who may be
in danger of falling out of the system. We have to engage
with them to understand their situations and devise the kinds
of support systems which can improve students’ persistence
and retention. Not an easy task, by any means, but one which
we are compelled to undertake.

Mindset: The Engine that Drives
Success for First-Year Students
Dr. Bryce Bunting (left) is a professor and academic advisor based at Brigham Young
University in Utah, USA. He teaches courses on educational psychology and effective
learning, advises students in academic recovery, and conducts research focused on
student success. Bryce is also a member of the National Advisory Board for the US
National Resource Center for the First-Year Experience and Students in Transition, as well
as a member of the Editorial Review Board for the Journal of the First-Year Experience
and Students in Transition. He will be finishing his term as the Editor of the Journal of
Peer Learning in 2021.

Growth Mindset. It’s been the topic of best-selling books, viral
TED talks, and dozens of journal articles. But, what exactly is
mindset? And, how can those of us who teach, advise, or support
students help them to develop a growth mindset?

Consequently, my co-authors and I make the bold claim that
supporting students in developing productive learning mindsets
may be the single most important outcome for the first-year
experience.

My co-authors and I address these questions in our new book
Promoting Belonging, Growth Mindset, and Resilience to Foster
Student Success. The book bridges the gap between research and
practice by briefly reviewing relevant literature and then offering
practical strategies for programming, messaging, and
interventions that can support growth mindset in and outside of
the classroom.

So, what does this all mean for the way we receive and interact
with our first-year students?
First, start early. Just as children acquire language most
effectively during early developmental windows, the transition
into higher education provides opportunities for students to take
up new mindsets toward learning. By focusing on learning
mindsets as a key aspect of the FYE, institutions can inoculate
students for the remainder of their university experience by
equipping them with beliefs, attitudes, and strategies that allow
them to successfully transition through the first year and beyond.
In our book, we also explore how this focus on mindset can begin
before students ever arrive on campus.

Most readers will be somewhat familiar with the concept of
growth mindset, which refers to the belief that one’s skills and
qualities can be cultivated through effort and perseverance.
However, it is easy to oversimplify growth mindset simply as the
mantra “effort is everything.” One of the main messages of our
book is that, in addition to a focus on effort, growth mindset also
includes related beliefs that
a)
b)
c)

Second, normalise challenge and failure. New students will
inevitably face adversity. However, campuses can foster growth
mindsets by consistently and clearly conveying that these
challenges are normal, temporary, and likely to improve with
time. When students view challenges as inherent parts of the
learning process – rather than as indictments of their personal
ability or preparation – they are more likely to seek help, make
useful adjustment to behaviors and strategies, and stay engaged
in their learning.

challenges are normal and facilitate growth;
using effective learning strategies increases success;
and
the very best students ask for and accept help.

These beliefs are critical for students during times of transition
because the degree to which a student embraces these growthoriented beliefs will in large part determine how they respond to
transitional challenges.

Third, use authentic student stories to set expectations.
Narratives from experienced peers are one of the most powerful
ways to normalise challenges. More importantly, these stories
can further reinforce and elucidate the sorts of resilient behaviors
that lead to success (i.e. continuing to work hard, asking for help,
adjusting strategies). Stories should (a) describe authentic
challenges experienced by the student, (b) clearly describe what
the student did to try to improve the situation, and (c) relate how
things turned out in the end. These stories can be highlighted
during orientation programs, shared electronically prior to
students’ arrival for their first year, or at key points during the first
year when students are likely to be experiencing stress,
overwhelm, or discouragement. Short, recorded video narratives
(3 minutes or less) can be particularly impactful.

For example, when a new student with a growth mindset
performs poorly on an exam, they are much more likely to reflect
on their preparation, seek out help, and then use better learning
strategies as they prepare for their next exam. Even for students
who begin college somewhat underprepared, a growth mindset
leads them to do the things that good learners do, leading to
increased success, and a reinforcement of those effective
behaviors. Over time, this virtuous cycle can change the entire
trajectory of students’ university experience. And, while all
students benefit from a growth mindset these recursive positive
effects are most pronounced for underrepresented,
marginalized, and high-risk students, holding promise for closing
achievement gaps.
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Just be sure to provide multiple stories from a range of diverse
student perspectives. At the conclusion of their first-year
experience, new students could also be invited to craft their own
growth mindset or resilience stories to encourage reflection on
the behaviors and strategies that have been helpful in
overcoming challenges they’ve faced over the past year.

Examples of Unproductive and Productive Beliefs
Unproductive beliefs
“I didn’t think things
would be this difficult.
What’s wrong with me?”

Finally, embed growth mindset messaging in ongoing
communications and interactions with students. Attempts to help
students develop a growth mindset should be supported by an
underlying culture of growth and resilience that is visible across
campus. One helpful way for campuses to evaluate campus
culture is to conduct an institutional mindset audit examining how
well campus services and programming (e.g. orientation, faculty
development, academic advising, academic support) foster
productive mindsets among students. This audit could then serve
as the catalyst for convening key campus stakeholders in
conversations about how to more effectively support growth
mindsets among both staff and students. For example, an audit
might reveal opportunities to redesign communications sent to
students who have been placed on academic probation, in order
to minimize shame and stigma and encourage a growth-oriented
approach to this unexpected interruption to students’ studies.
These revised letters could convey the message that probation is
a process, rather than an identity or label. They could then
normalize academic challenges by discussing common reasons
why students might find themselves on academic probation, as
well as specify the behaviors and strategies likely to help students
work toward returning to good standing.

Productive beliefs
“This is new. It’s supposed to be
hard.”

“Oh well. I’ve never been a “That test really surprised me. I’ll
good test taker anyway.” need to study a little differently
next time.”
“This feels impossible. I’m “I’ve done hard things before. I
not sure that it’s worth my just need to keep working and
time or effort.”
give it some time.”
“The professor must just
not like the way I write.
There’s not much I can do
about that.”

“That didn’t go as well as I
thought it would. I should talk to
the TA and see what she
recommends for the next essay.”

“Everyone else seems like
they’re doing just fine.
This doesn’t really feel like
the place for me.”

“I’m sure I’m not the only one
having a hard time—this is just
challenging stuff. I should talk to
others in class and see if we can
work together.”

Here is a link to a site where the book can be purchased:

Again, students’ beliefs about learning, challenges, success, and
failure are critical factors influencing their ability to navigate
transitions. By normalising challenges early in students’
experience and providing consistent and ongoing messaging and
support, institutions take an important step in fostering success
for all students on their campuses. We hope that the book
becomes a helpful resource for scholars and practitioners alike in
this important work.

https://styluspub.presswarehouse.com/browse/book/97819420
72379/Promoting-Belonging-Growth-Mindset-and-Resilience-toFoster-Student-Success
Video links:
https://www.facebook.com/fyesit/videos/2554890668056491/
https://twitter.com/NRCFYESIT/status/1274062021580009474?
s=20
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Talking Technology with Mr
Munienge Mbodila
Mr. Munienge Mbodila (left) is an HoD and faculty member at Walter Sisulu
University (WSU) in the Department of Information Technology Systems,
Queenstown Campus. As an IT lecturer, he is fascinated in the use of ICTs and
Web Technology in Teaching and Learning to improve teaching practice inside
and outside the classroom. His research interests are, among others, the use of
ETs in Education, e-learning, FYE, and Computer Networks.

SANRC: There is now heightened interest in issues of online
learning and technology, on account of the advent of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Is there any particular reading or set of
readings, that you would recommend as a good starting point
for those wanting to expand their knowledge about online
learning and technology?
MM: I would recommend the following:







The Difference between Emergency Remote
Teaching and Online Learning, by Charles Hodges,
Stephanie Moore, Barb Lockee, Torrey Trust and
Aaron Bond published in March 27, 2020.
“Online learning – The pandemic cannot change
reality”, Munienge Mbodila, University World News
(UWN), African Edition, 23 April 2020.
"Coronavirus and Higher Education Resources,"
Bryan Alexander blog, March 17, 2020.
"Coronavirus and the Great Online-Learning
experiment”, Jonathan Zimmerman, Chronicle of
Higher Education, March 10, 2020.
"What We Learnt from ‘Going Online' during
University Shutdowns in South Africa”, Laura
Czerniewicz, PhilOnEdTech, March 15, 2020.

SANRC: Having studied this subject area for a number of years,
what would you say are the main stumbling blocks in the
transition to an online learning environment? How might we,
over time, overcome these stumbling blocks?
MM: The stumbling blocks that we are facing today have been
there for many years, but we were not really paying attention
to them until the outbreak of COVID-19. For many years the
key stumbling blocks in the transition to an online learning
environment can be summarised as such: lecturers’ attitude,
students’ background and university support. Our higher
education institutions today have a new generation of
students, i.e. digital natives, entering higher education against
the old generation of academics. We have to take into
consideration the background of both student as well as
lecturers’ profiling. We have to understand both lecturers and
students in the use of technology for teaching and learning.
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Lecturer attitude, skills, understanding and knowledge have
been associated with barriers to online learning adoption and
implementation in HEIs. Lecturer’s experiences, age and
background are key determinants of the level of adoption and
integration of online teaching in education. Lecturers’ past
experiences with using technology in teaching and learning
shapes their attitude towards the online learning environment.
If lecturers do not understand the meaning or see value of the
impact of online teaching, then it makes it difficult for students
to adopt it. Students are then more likely to resist online
learning. It is important that lecturers themselves create the
environment for the easy adoption of online learning.
Students who come from rural schools lack the requisite
exposure to technology and are often completely digitally
illiterate. The majority of these students do not have computer
devices as well as access to internet, due to their socio
economic circumstances. They need to be introduced to
technology in a supportive way. However, the manner in which
this first exposure is organised, and implemented by the
institution, may determine the attitudes of students towards
adopting online learning and feeling comfortable with the
online learning environment. Unfortunately, the reality is that
these students do not have enough support from the
institution.
I would say that institutional support is indeed crucial in the
transition to an online learning environment. A successful
implementation and smooth transition in online learning
requires collaboration between strategic units in the institution
to ensure proper resource provision, continued and updated
research about available technologies as well as correct use and
maintenance of those technologies. The transition to online
learning environment is not the problem of e-learning
specialists or of CLDT alone. It requires the support of senior
management at the institutional level, as well as the DHET.
The only way for us to overcome these stumbling blocks is to
intensify our current practices in response to the COVID-19
pandemic as well as the development of policies that will drive
the online learning project at the national and institutional
level.

We should be setting indicators in terms of our online learning
goals, and then going back regularly to measure them to know
the impact of the various interventions being made. If we don’t
measure it, but spend money on renewing licenses for Learning
Management Systems (LMS) and on annual staff training, how
will we know whether the project is successful or a total failure?
The answer to this question has been proven with the outbreak
of COVID-19. It has shown us that that education systems in SA
were never ready for the transition to online learning.
SANRC: South Africa is a race and class-stratified society. Based
on your experience, how do you see students responding to the
online learning environment?
MM: A significant amount of students come from poor
communities in the rural areas and former black townships.
These students are faced with many challenges that prevent
them from responding positively to online learning, as
compared to more affluent and middle class students. It is vital
that we place our less well-off students at the very centre of all
our planning. Most students from urban areas have better
access to network connectivity, better living environments and
they have the knowledge and skills to navigate online learning.
The digital divide is real and it will play a huge role in
determining how students respond to the move to online
learning.
SANRC: Can you offer any practical tips for both lecturers and
students adjusting to the online learning environment?
MM: Despite all the associated challenges, online learning is
actually a new and exciting model of education. It is the ‘new
normal’ in teaching and learning during this pandemic period,
but it is also the way we should be seeing the future of
education. The only thing that students and lecturers can do is
to embrace and adapt to it. We cannot fight this moment.
Lecturers need to put in intensive work and time to design the
instruction, upload, materials and activities. Students need to
make time and equip themselves with skills to work with online
course material.

2
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It may be frustrating and uncomfortable at first, especially for
students. However, students should have self-discipline to
manage and navigate online learning. My advice to those
who have a difficult time accepting the new way of doing
things, is to try to accept this ‘new normal’ with an open mind
and positive attitude. A positive attitude can help everyone
overcome the various challenges faced during this transition
to online learning. Lecturers have to intensify their online
presence, and try to foster as much as online interaction as
possible, using methods such as group work and discussion
forums on other platforms. Lecturers should also strive to
provide students with continuous feedback.
SANRC: The COVID-19 pandemic has unexpectedly presented
the opportunity for us to ‘test’ our online learning capabilities
in a very real way. Where do you see the future of online
learning in South Africa?
MM: This pandemic as bad as we can say it is, but has offered
us the opportunity to re-think the future of online education
by putting in place policies and strategies that will maintain
and promote online teaching and learning. The outbreak of
the pandemic has shown that the education systems in SA
were never ready for online education. The future of online
learning in South Africa education systems can be bright if we
can learn from this pandemic and adjust our ‘normal’ way of
operating. We need to focus on developing strategies and
programmes, in order to be able to support learners and
educators. As I said recently in one of my reflections, most
institutions are spending millions of rand on license renewals
for LMS, but the statistics show low adoption and usage of
these systems. We have to ask ourselves: Are we really
planning properly? What have we been learning? Most of
these questions are still unanswered looking at the reality of
the pandemic. We need to work to truly drive online learning
at our institutions.

Recommended Books
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Some Interesting Articles
Dimensions of student success: A framework for
defining and evaluating support for learning in
higher education
Lane, M., Moore, A., Hooper, L., Menzies, V., Cooper, B., Shaw, N.,
and Rueckert, C. 2019. Dimensions of student success: A framework
for defining and evaluating support for learning in higher education.
Higher Education Research and Development, 38(5): 954 – 968.

Predicting academic success in higher
education: Literature review and best practices
Alyahyan, E., and Dustegor, D. 2020. Predicting academic success
in higher education: Literature review and best practices.
International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher
Education, 17 (3): 1-21.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07294360.201.1615
418?journalCode=cher20.

https://educationaltechnologyjournal.springeropen.com/articles/0
.1186/s41239-020-0177-7.

E-learning, information technology, and student
success in higher education

Factors influencing college persistence for firsttime students

Long, K.C. 2020. E-learning, information technology, and student
success in higher education. Oxford Research Encyclopedia, Business
and Management, 1-24.

Stewart, S., Lim, DH, and Kim, J. 2015. Factors influencing college
persistence for first-time students. Journal of Developmental
Education, 38(3): 13-20.

https://oxfordre.com/business/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190224
51.001.0001/acrefore-9780190224851-e-78?print=pdf.

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1092649.pdf.

Against the odds: An investigation into student
persistence in UK higher education

The Impact of learning on student persistence
in higher education

Gaby, J., and Sharpe, S. 2019. Against the odds: An investigation into
student persistence in UK higher education. Studies in Higher
Education, DOI: 10.1080/03075079.2019.1626364.

Andrade, M.S., Miller, R.M., McArthur, D., and Ogden, M. 2020.
The Impact of learning on student persistence in higher education.
Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025120915576.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03075079.2019.162
6364?journalCode=cshe20.
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/152102512091557
6?journalCode=csra.

So, Why am I in College?
And I want to have people that I can call friends.
I know that my success is based on
The personal relationships I create,
And building connections that last a lifetime.
College is my time to grow as a person,
To understand why I’m here
And how I can make a difference.
So, why am I in college?

Why am I in college?
A question I get asked – by my professors,
My advisor, my roommate, and even my friends.
Even though I know how important it is
To have an answer…to ensure my college success,
I don’t have one – and it hurts.
I take the career tests, the personality tests,
The interest inventories, and attend career workshops.
Not much help with the answer – and I get more confused.
At this point, why should I even bother to go to college
When I don’t know what I really want to do?
How do I decide? Who should I go talk to?
Should I listen to my parents? My friends?
My boyfriend/girlfriend? My pastor? My dog?
Or just pick something that can get me a job.
You tell me to “go to career services, go to your advisor,
Go to your coach, or take a class...all will provide you the
answer.”
Nope, they haven't helped at all.
So, why am I in college?

I want to succeed, I want to grow,
I want a reason to be alive.
How can you help me – as my advisor, as my coach?
You help me with my schedule, but that’s not what I need
most.
Help me find my purpose, my passions, my dreams,
Help me find a way to make a difference to others.
Help me minimize my fears, my obstacles,
Help me get around the brick walls that stand in my way.
Help me find a path that’s aligned with my heart and soul.
Help me understand that there’s more to life
Than getting a piece of paper and a job after graduation.
Give me a reason to be here (and stay) in college;
Help me see the value of this experience.
If you can help me, here’s my promise to you:
I will serve and contribute my best to the world,
I will take responsibility for my actions and decisions,
And I will live a life full of abundance and joy.
Support and encourage me, then I will be able to answer
your question,
Why am I in college?

I hear the stories…
College is concerned with two things:
My decision to come back to college after my first year
And my need to graduate college in four years.
What a shame, what a waste of this experience.
I need more help than that.
I wish they would forget about technology,
Forget about the numbers, forget about the money.
And for once, focus on me.
I want to know what I should do with my life,
I want to succeed in college,

Author unknown
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