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I. Introduction 

My purpose in pursuing this topic is to develop a theoretical framework for student support backed by academic 

staff in faculties.  The goal of this presentation is to share my ideas thus far and to seek input from fellow 

academics who are addressing similar problems. Reference[1] refers to sector-wide research in South Africa 

(Scott, Yeld and Hendry, 2007) on the 2000 cohort of first-time entering undergraduates.  His analysis 

foregrounds the fact that less than 45% of this cohort completed their studies over a period of more than five 

years.  He further shows that the rate of graduation in the three-year degrees is 20-30% and under 45% in the 

four-year degrees.  The concern is around the fact that student attrition at higher education institutions in South 

Africa will impact on the economy as well as the development of the country.  More recently the University of 

Pretoria has recorded dropout figures for the first year varying from 7.7% in 2010 to 8.2% in 2011 [2].  Even 

though this figure is relatively lower than many other institutions in South Africa it is still unacceptable.   

Using Tinto’s model, [3] research findings suggests “that institutions of higher education develop a strategic 

retention policy for the institution as a whole”.  In an institution like mine, that purports to be research intensive, 

there is a tendency to emphasise research output to the detriment of undergraduate performance. 

 

II. Context 

At the University of Pretoria a working group was established in 2009 to look into how the students could be 

supported in order for them to succeed in their first year of study.  Following Tinto’s [4] argument that decisions 

to drop out are influenced by both the academic and the social integration of the student, academics at the 

university were requested to get involved in the orientation programme in 2011.  Until then orientation was the 

responsibility of Student Administration and Student Support without additional academic input. This shift 

resulted in extending the registration period by two days to cover academic matters.  The extended academic 

orientation took the form of adding on sessions presented by the academics.  After registration and before 

classes started, students were introduced to discipline-specific aspects of the various programmes.  Not all the 

subjects that students were likely to take were focused on during this period, hence it became necessary to select 

particular subjects.   

The subjects identified were those taken by large numbers of students where the pass rate was relatively low 

when compared with other subjects in the faculty.  The Faculty of Natural and Agricultural Science identified 

physics, chemistry and mathematics as the focus for orientation.  These subjects are taken by students enrolling 

for a pure science degree or for one in Engineering, Veterinary Science or Health Science so they impacted on 

students across four faculties. In the Faculty of Economic and Management Sciences, the focus was on 

economics, accounting and business management as these subjects were also taken by two other faculties, 

Abstract: Student success at higher education institutions is reliant on support provided.  If such support is 

not integrated into the curriculum it stands outside of the programme and becomes optional for students.  

Instead of blaming the school system for the products that arrive at the doors of higher education we needed 

to determine how we could work with the students to achieve the goals that we set for success.  The result 

was an institutional decision to offer an extended academic orientation.   

This paper will discuss how the programme mutated to the present proposal of a compulsory module to be 

taken by prospective students as part of an extended academic orientation over the first semester in 2014.  It 

looks at the impact of promoting an extended academic orientation, on the curriculum and hence on staff 

members.   

Academics will be responsible for developing their “extended academic orientation” curricula for their 

faculties within a stipulated institutional framework.  Addressing teaching quality and professionalism 

(Schuck, Gordon and Buchanan, 2008) will be an aspect of ensuring that academic integration becomes a 

means to enable the student to succeed. For the programme to reach fruition, lecturers need to treat their 

teaching as a professional activity in addition to the professionalism that they give their particular 

disciplines.   
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namely, Humanities and Law. The rest of the faculties chose subjects based on the criteria of having large 

numbers of students with relatively low pass rates.   

Over the last three years some faculties have taken the academic orientation seriously and used the additional 

week to enable their students to transition into the demands of the discipline. Other faculties used the time 

purely for information sessions and in 2013 there was no extension of this period in some faculties.  So, students 

in these faculties had a further week’s break before starting the official year. 

It was decided to reduce the period for any initial interaction with students in 2014and to include only the 

aspects of registration and support. A Senate decision was taken to provide academic support to students within 

their academic programmes. The challenge will be to see how lecturers respond to their role of providing 

support for their students. Many lecturers need to be convinced that they should treat their teaching as a 

professional activity in addition to the professionalism they provide within their respective disciplines. 

Reference [5] points to the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) questions “How often do students 

interact with their professors?” which draws attention to how open lecturers are to this type of engagement. 

 

III. Academic Student Support 

Reference [1] mentions the first-year experience as a means to prepare students for what is to follow.  Reference 

[6] advocates effective student support that does not happen by chance.  He [4] also believes that perceptions of 

students can influence their dropping out. At my institution students are surveyed during the registration period 

to determine how they see themselves in terms being successful at university.  Students identified as being at 

risk of failing are invited to visit their Faculty Student Advisors (FSAs) to discuss appropriate support that is 

available.  This intervention is reliant on whether or not a student chooses to respond to this offer.  It requires 

intentional and structured action that is systematic in nature and coordinated in application [6]. 

The concept of an extended orientation was exactly that.  Students regarded it as a ‘dragged-out’ orientation and 

the academic component was not part of the curriculum.  Students appeared not to take it seriously and focused 

on their social integration into the university community.   Lecturers, on the other hand, believed that their 

sessions addressed academic integration hence the rest of their curriculum could remain untouched. Any 

additional support was provided outside of the classroom via the FSAs, tutors or support departments of the 

institution.   

As part of their curriculum in 2014, all students are expected to take an on-line module called UP101 that could 

support their transition from high school to university.  Aspects of UP101 include issues of development, 

information, academic support and non-academic support.  Lecturers are invited to engage with the content of 

the module.  The FSAs will monitor student activity in this module from the perspective of student persistence 

[7] where their level of involvement influences whether or not they remain at the institution.  As an extension of 

the academic orientation it is expected that the lecturer will engage the students in terms of further support 

during their interactions in class. 

 

IV. Professionalism 

Academics employed in higher education are considered to be professionals in particular fields.  They bring 

their expertise into classrooms to be shared with potential experts of the future.  I focus on four aspects of 

professionalism when considering academics in the classroom. 

A. Aspects of professionalism in higher education 

How the professionals go about sharing their expertise requires them to be another kind of professional.  Their 

level of competence comes into play.  The academic who treats teaching as a professional activity will place 

emphasis on curriculum development, ensuring that students are engaged in what is being taught and will take 

pride in sharing the expertise.  How success is measured depends on the outcome of the programme.  Reference 

[8] indicates that it is sound educational principles within a curriculum that enhance effective outcomes.  Using 

student success as the outcome, it becomes necessary to focus on how best to enable students to succeed in the 

discipline.   

In any profession issues of ethics are highlighted. In recent times in South Africa there have been moves to 

increase access to higher education.  Access without support cannot be seen as opportunity [6].  The question 

that emerges is: whose responsibility is it to support the student?  Institutionally, support outside of the 

classroom is provided in the form of FASs to provide skills in studying, time management and goal setting, 

peer-mentoring for first generation students [9] as well as providing psychological services and tutors.  

Academics also need to consider supporting the diverse needs of students in the classroom “…to contribute to 

the socialisation of enlightened, responsible and constructively critical citizens” [10]. In a typical classroom at a 

South African university, students come from different school systems – some from both upper and middle class 

homes while others are from extremely disadvantaged environments where even the basic school standards 

cannot be met.  Lecturers have a moral obligation to try to reach out to all students in class.  Once a student has 

been accepted into a programme it becomes the responsibility of the lecturers and the students to aim for 

success.  It should not be said at the start of a programme that the student is not good enough. 
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Another aspect of professionalism involves keeping up with relevant literature.  If lecturers treat their teaching 

as part of being professional, then they should be interested in what the literature says about the first-year 

experience and the impact they can have on students. Students need clear outcomes in order to attain a high 

percentage pass rate. Within the discipline, good teaching can increase the community interest and encourage 

the better student to pursue further study.  It influences the professional identity of the teacher [11]. 

Professionals operate within certain required standards. The university has advocated an integrated student 

intervention model.  This requires all students to take the module UP101 as an on-going intervention during the 

first year.  For every other registered module lecturers are expected to guide students through the requirements 

of their modules.  Students will need to be made aware of the interventions such as group and one-on-one tutor 

sessions, supplemental instruction or e-tutoring that are available. At the point of assessment (into the module 

offering) attention needs to be focused on the requirements for assessment. A third requirement for integrated 

intervention would have to be timeous focus on preparation for the examination. Some other aspects of 

intervention will include paying attention to class attendance, engaging the students and tracking their progress 

within the programme. 

 

V. Shared Decision Making as a means of achieving Professionalism 

Higher education professionals may learn much from the literature [12], [13] on the health professions.  In 

particular the idea of shared decision-making (SDM) [14] is relevant when providing integrated support for 

student success.  The authors speak of patients and health professionals collaborating to choose the appropriate 

health care.  Similarly we need lecturers, support staff and students to collaborate if we are to achieve success 

especially at first year.   

An extended academic orientation should start when students select a programme of study.  These students need 

to commit to take responsibility for their progress in achieving the outcomes set up by the lecturer.  In this pact, 

lecturers also need to commit to communicating these requirements succinctly to students.  Lecturers will then 

need to co-operate in order to clarify what is required of students.  Both students and lecturers should make use 

of the relevant support services available if they are to comply with the condition of this ‘pact’ in order to 

achieve success.   

In trying to clarify the concept of SDM in the medical profession, [15] provide characteristics.  Below is a 

translation of how this could work in higher education. 

- Involves at least two participants: in higher education there is the student and the lecturer.  Often it will 

be more than one of each. 

- Both parties take steps to participate in the process:  this involves the lecturer supporting the student in 

class and the student choosing to behave in a particular way to achieve success. 

- Information sharing is a pre-requisite to shared decision-making:  the lecturer lays out the plan to 

achieve the outcomes.  Both the lecturer and students bring values to their interactions.  The lecturer 

provides information while it becomes the student’s preference as to how the information is used. 

- Treatment decision is made and both parties agree to the decision: it involves a decision-making 

process.  This is where the clear communication is necessary.  There needs to be agreement in terms of 

what is needed to succeed.   

 

VI.  Conclusion 

While it is the responsibility of the institution to have a structured plan to support students, it becomes the joint 

effort of all parties to work towards the success of the first-year student.  The academics have a major role to 

play in this process as without their buy-in the student will struggle to achieve success. 
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