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First-Year Student Transition at the University of the Free
State during COVID-19: Challenges and Insights

Herkulaas M.v.E. Combrink™ & Lauren L. Oosthuizen™

Abstract

First-year seminars and university induction programmes are embedded with academic and social skills
required by students to transition into their first year of study. The first-year seminar at the University
of the Free State is a credit-bearing module called UFS101, and is a prerequisite for degree completion.
Students are assessed through summative assessment opportunities throughout the year. In 2020, the
UFS101 module embarked on new territory by condensing the contact time for the first semester into
a week-long summer school. Furthermore, the summer school was presented a week prior to the start of
university, with repeat sessions during the first week of class, and during the March holiday. However,
due to national lockdown regulations as a result of COVID-19, a part of the cohort had to self-study
the content via an interactive online study guide. This created four distinct groups of students: those who
attended face-to-face classes, some face-to-face classes and some self-study, self-study only, and students
who could not access the content. In order to measure their transition into university, a questionnaire
was distributed to the students, and the results were stratified according to one of the aforementioned
categories. Unique similarities and differences were observed in the findings. The results depict that
effective content design is at the heartbeat of student transition, but that other factors such as face-to-face
interaction with students, and access to resources assist with the transition into university. This study
highlighted the need to explore the challenges students experience within their first six months at
university, and substantiates that this type of exploration should be routinely conducted to assist with
the understanding and implementation of first-year student support.
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The First-Year Experience and First-Year Seminars

The first-year experience (FYE) is a concept broadly used to describe different academic
and non-academic interventions that form part of the first year of study within higher
education (Tinto & Goodshell, 1994). The purpose of a FYE is to assist first-year students’

academic and social integration into higher education institutions (Evans & Morrison, 2011).
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The FYE includes induction programmes such as orientation, and co-curricular inter-
ventions such as mentoring, student societies, and first-year seminars (FYS) (Crissman, 2001).

A FYS, also typically referred to as a University 101 programme, was first introduced
to students at the University of South Carolina (USC) in 1964 (Townsend, 1994). The
purpose of an FYS is to act as a vehicle to successfully integrate students into the university
environment, as well as embed academic and social skills to be successful within university
(Fallows & Steven, 2000). The reason for having both the social and academic integration
strategies within a FYE and FYS relates to the high drop-out rates associated with students
feeling disconnected and overwhelmed in the university space (Yan & Sendall, 2016). This
statement explicitly encompasses differences encountered in the preparedness of different
groups of students on the premise of their context which includes their background,
high school education and socio-economic status, and is supported by different studies
(Thomsen, 2012; Ulriksen et al., 2017).

According to Ulriksen et al. (2017), in order to understand student drop out and
the strategies that universities can implement, an explicit effort has to be made by each
institution to identify this gap, and apply it within the university’s FYS space to address the
needs students experience that complicate student transition. This means that a FYS will
differ between institutions and that they will include teaching a variety of skills related to
academic requirements for a specific institution as well as basic social skills (Gellin, 2003).
Gellin (2003) further argued that although these skills are vital for university success
and employment, the body of knowledge is limited regarding the impact of different
institutional initiatives related to student transition.

Several studies assessed the value of a FYS, and whether or not a FYS assists a student
to transition into the university environment and found that the value of an FYS is to foster
a sense of belonging and map the academic expectations for a first-year university student
(Starke et al., 2001; Porter & Swing, 2006; Buyarski & Landis, 2014). Tinto (1987) argued
that students with a lower rate of academic success or institutional engagement are more
likely to drop out of university. The argument was supported by six potential causes of
student departure out of universities namely: adjustment, goals, commitments, uncertainty,
congruence, and isolation — all of which are related to either social or academic adjustment,
or a combination of both. Upcraft et al., (2005) added to Tinto’s (1987) argument by
providing tangible evidence suggesting that student transition is much more than the
skills taught, and that the value of a FYS lies in the improvement of persistence through
the combination of both social and academic skills, and not just the academic skills alone
(Upcraft & Gardner, 1989; Upcraft et al., 2005). This means that FYS programmes have a
clear focus on student transition from a social and academic perspective, unique to each
institution. Kuh (2008) positioned FYS programmes as High Impact Practices (HIPs).

Kuh (2008) further proved that FY'S programmes form part of a vast school of thought
about theoretical and practical interventions that promote student success. This school of
thought is geared towards student success by enabling deeper learning, a concept known
as “student engagement” (Kuh, 2008). HIPs are academic activities that have shown to
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improve student engagement, retention and graduation rates when students participate in
them. According to Myers et al. (2019), the larger goal of HIPs relates to better university
outcomes and includes a knowledge of cultures, strong intellectual and practical skills, and a

sense of civic responsibility and community engagement, amongst others.

UFS101 as the FYS at the University of the Free State

To date, the concept of a FYS has expanded globally and is presented in a variety of higher
education landscapes outside the United States, including universities and colleges in
Germany, Austria, France, Korea, Great Britain, Australia and South Africa (Barefoot, 2004).
Within the context of South Africa, the aim of a FYS is to foster a sense of belonging
or institutional connectedness, introduce campus services and teach the academic skills
required to be successful at university (Young, 2016). Furthermore, the theoretical
underpinnings of a FYS for student transition within the context of South Africa have been
investigated, emphasising a dimension related to student agency and personal responsibility
as part of the transition process (Stoller, 2019).

The mode of delivery is different between the varieties of FYS programmes within
institutions of higher learning across the world. Some are positioned as workshops in the
co-curricular space, while others formally form part of the curriculum as credit-bearing
modules with specific passing criteria (Culver & Bowman, 2019). Although the concept
of a FYS has only been in implementation for less than a decade in the context of South
African higher education, the FYS at the University of the Free State (UES) has been in full
roll-out since 2012. The FYS at the UFS (UFS101) is a credit-bearing, year-long module.
This module is required for degree completion by all students, across all disciplines, in
their first academic year of study. It is implemented across two UFS campuses, namely the
Bloemfontein (BFN) and QwaQwa (QQ) campuses. The number of students registered for
this module has increased from 2000 students in 2012 to more than 8 000 students in 2019.

One of the primary goals of this module is to equip students with the skills they require
in order to successfully integrate socially and academically into the UFS environment. The
basis of the pedagogical model used is rooted in student engagement, the needs of the UFS,
and the strategic vision from the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET)
in South Africa (Kuh, 2008, DHET, 2017). Since 2015, there have been two distinct focuses
in UFS101 each year. The content presented in the first semester is exclusively positioned
as a FYS, with the focus on transitioning students into university by teaching the academic
skills vital for university success. The second semester, although still within the space of a
FYS, is positioned around common intellectual experiences to prepare students for the
workforce by introducing them to strategies for lifelong success, and graduate attributes
such as an entrepreneurial mindset, and leadership skills. Challenges have been noted
within the context of South African universities that extend beyond what a University 101
programme can teach, but by embedding student engagement strategies within the FYS,
the institutional transition for the South African context is strengthened from an evidence-

based perspective (Strydom et al., 2017).
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Positioning the First Semester of UFS101 as a Summer School

In 2020, there was a strategic shift to position the first semester of UFS101 as a summer
school within the UFS context.The rationale for this change was motivated by institutional
evidence, illustrating that fast tracking the skills students require at university assists with
their transition to university. Summer schools are common practices across the world
(Achille et al., 2018; Vinas-Forcade et al., 2019). Summer schools typically fall into
three categories, namely (a) summer exchange programme; (b) a module presented in
a condensed version in order to repeat or lighten credit load during the semester; and
(c) summer bridge course (Colombo & Falcone, 2016; Chastonay & Mpinga, 2018; Eblen-
Zayas & Russell, 2019). The impact of summer school programmes in this context have
been studied across various disciplines (Tomasko et al., 2016; Cooper et al., 2017).

Some of the more pronounced benefits of summer school programmes are preparation
for university, as well as the skills needed to function in the world of work, and the
introduction of non-technical skills pivotal to student success (Bir & Myrick, 2015).
Another benefit of a summer school programme is the enabling of equitable education for
students from diverse secondary schooling backgrounds through the teaching of academic
skills required to be successful at university (Kretovics et al., 2005; Larsen et al., 2017).
These benefits of a summer school align with the objectives of a FYS, and the relationship
between these programmes has been studied extensively (Chism, 2008; Strayhorn, 2009;
Hansen & Schmidt, 2017; Velazquez-Torres, 2018).

The change in UFS101 would fall into the category of a summer bridge course, but
will be referred to as a summer school within the context of this study. This is because not
all students would be taught the skills they need to be successful at university before they
start with their academic course work — the reasoning is detailed in the paragraph below.

Due to the administrative load and logistics required to navigate the large cohort of
UFS101 the attendees of the summer school were split into three groups, to respond to
the observed registration patterns of first-year students. The students in group one were
directed to attend both UFS101 and Orientation as both programmes were presented in
the same week, before the start of the semester. Orientation in this instance refers to the
institutional first-year orientation programme, intended to help students navigate university
systems, introduce students to university life and promote resources students can engage
with to assist their journey — such as library information sessions, art and cultural activities
and student support structures. In group two, the faculties agreed to allot 10 hours in the
timetable to UFS101, in the first week of the semester. Group three was scheduled to
attend the summer school during the March break.

Table 1 is an overview and account for the three groups of the summer school that
took place in 2020.
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Table 1: Group allocation for the UFS101 2020 summer school

Group Date Student register by
Group 1 27-31 January 2020 23 January 2020
Group 2 3-8 February 2020 31 January 2020
Group 3 March break Late registers

2020 and COVID-19

The disease COVID-19, was reported in sub-Saharan Africa on 29 January 2020, and the
first reported case appeared in South Africa on 5 March 2020 (Osseni, 2020). Innovative
solutions were created to share information with the South African public about the disease
in the initial stages of the pandemic, but there remained a high degree of uncertainty of what
the pandemic would mean for all sectors of the economy (Marivate & Combrink, 2020).
To avoid a national disaster in the context of a highly infectious and poorly understood
disease, the South African government initiated a state of disaster and a national lockdown
that suspended all but the most critical economic functions (Amir Singh, 2020). This
lockdown was introduced as a five-level strategy, each having an impact on certain sectors
of the South African economy (Hatefi et al., 2020). As a result, institutions of higher
learning shut down, and academic activities had to rapidly move online.

This shift had significant implications for the UFS101 module as the third group,
which comprised a combination of students who registered late, and students who missed a
few sessions in either group one or two, were supposed to attend the summer school during
the March break and could not do so as a result of the national lockdown. The academic
skills were presented in a workshop-like setting to groups one and two, and made available
to students on Blackboard, the university’s Learning Management System. For group
three, the content had to quickly be converted to a low-tech self-study guide that students
could download from Blackboard and work through offline. The UFS101 outcomes and
assessments remained the same, but the teaching activities, mode of delivery and timelines
had to be adapted for emergency remote teaching and learning. The move to emergency
remote teaching and learning resulted in the decision to convert the content to a low-tech
self-study guide, while the institution (and country) was working on ways to support
students to participate in online learning.

The national lockdown’s effect on the mode of delivery meant that there were now
new groupings of students — students who had attended the summer school face-to-face,
students who had attended some of the classes face-to-face and some self-study, students
who engaged only with the self-study content, and students who did not attend face-to-
face classes and could not access the self=study guide. Therefore, the aim of this study was
to apply a qualitative inquiry on the UFS101 student population for 2020, related to their

transition into university.
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Methodology

An online questionnaire was administered from the 7 July 2020 to 7 August 2020 to
students registered for UFS101. These quantitative questions were adapted from Morse
(2010), and focused on student transition. The online questionnaire was low-tech (less than
1MB) and mobile friendly, however sampling error could have been caused through the
exclusion of students who did not have access to a device, data or internet connectivity
(Morse, 2010). All the quantitative questions were illustrated, tabulated and analysed using
Python version 3.7.!

In the analysis, a descriptive examination was performed on the categorical variables
to gain contextual perspectives between the different stratified groups. This approach is
supported by the research of Boeije (2013), where it is noted that this type of research
design contributes towards new knowledge of the investigation by laying a foundation
for future research, while focusing on the fundamental description required in order to
gain a generalised understanding of the study population (Boeije et al., 2013). The analysis
of quantitative information assists with the identification of trends and defines different
areas that require improvement, as illustrated in the recommendations of this study. The
interpretive framework created by the paradigm draws from interpretivism (Henderson,
2011; Ricciardi, 2009). This methodology is desirable for addressing the proposed research
questions in the context of large cohorts (Morse, 2010; Sreejesh & Mohapatra, 2014).
Additionally, none of the findings of this study contain any identifiable characteristics or
data linking the evidence to a specific student. Ethical clearance was granted under the
scope of UFS-HSD2017/0206 in 2017 and remains active until September 2021, with the
required amendments made to the protocol in order to conduct this research.

Results and Discussion
Participants

In Table 2, the distribution across faculty and campus of the 1933 participants is illustrated.
There are seven faculties on the BFIN campus and four faculties on the QQ campus. In
total, 38.6% of students on the BFN campus and 37.5% of students on the QQ campus
completed the questionnaire.

1 Python Packages: Pandas and Numpy
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Table 2: Demographic distribution of the study population

Faculty BFN (n=1587) QQ (n=1346)
Faculty Economic & Mgnt Sciences 18.6% 11.3%
Faculty of Natural & Agri Sciences 19.3% 3.8%
Faculty of Theology 0.3% 0.0%
Faculty of Education 24.4% 61.6%
Faculty of Health Sciences 10.0% 0.0%
Faculty of Law 5.9% 0.0%
Faculty of the Humanities 21.4% 23.4%

In order to understand which mode of delivery the students belonged to, the information
was stratified in four categories: face-to-face classes at the start of the year; some face-to-
face classes and some self-study; no face-to-face classes and complete self-study, and could
not access the UFSS101 content (Table 3).

Table 3: Diftferent modes of delivery were experienced by students on the premise
of the lockdown

Category BFN (n=1587) QQ (n=346)
Face-to-face 60.6% 49.7%
Some face-to-face, some self-study 16.0% 26.9%
Self-study only 21.9% 19.9%
Could not access content 1.5% 3.5%

Measurement of challenges and transition

Students were asked what were the biggest challenges experienced within the first six
months at university (Table 4), whether or not UFS101 assisted their transition (Table 5),
how UFSS101 assisted their transition (Figure 1), and the positive vs negative experiences
of UFS101 (Figure 2). Students who participated in the questionnaire were stratified
amongst four groups, namely: face-to-face (n=1133); some face-to-face and some self-
study (n=2347); selt-study only (n=417); and, could not access the content (n=36).

As shown in Table 4, time management was the biggest challenge experienced by both
face-to-face students (60%) as well as self-study students (56%). An interesting observation
can be seen between the students who could not access the content and did not have
access to the internet (64%), and their concern with where to find academic support (44%).
Opverall, the majority of the students reported time management, difficulty adjusting to the
new environment, and how to effectively study as their biggest challenges. This coincides
with findings from Mah & Ifenthaler (2017), and Adams & Blair (2019), measuring

academic success and time management of first-year students, and the challenges associated
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with this. Although only a small percentage (3% to 17%) reported food security and
accommodation as challenges, this highlights the complexity of challenges that university
students face. These findings coincide with that of Van Breda (2017), who highlighted the
levels of vulnerability students face that have an impact on their academic performance.
In addition to this, Henn et al. (2017) reported that there are first-year students within
the South African context who are faced with constant hunger and stress related to their
finances, also seen as a challenge in Table 4. In addition to this, no electronic devices was a

challenge observed by all groups.

Table 4: Challenges students experienced within their first six months

Some
Face- face-to- Self-study Could
Challenge to-face face, some only not access
(1=1133) | self-study | (n=417) | Someemt
(n=347) (n=36)
Time management 60% 53% 56% 39%
How to effectively study 53% 50% 43% 25%
Financial pressure 29% 31% 35% 33%
zg;f:; to get academic 26% 26% 28% 44%
E?e 1r.srllee(t:tromc devices/ 20% 9% 349% 64%
Social pressure 16% 23% 21% 8%
Accommodation 10% 11% 16% 17%
Food security 8% 8% 8% 3%
‘Working while studying 4% 8% 7% 17%

Students were then asked if UFS101 assisted with their transition to university (Table 5).

Table 5: The assistance of UFS101 in transition to university

Category Yes No No answer
Face-to-face 90% 8% 2%
Some face-to-face, 90% 10% 1%
some self-study

Self-study only 83% 15% 2%
Could not access content 33% 61% 6%
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Students were asked to provide reasons why UFS101 assisted with their transition to
university, and the majority of students agreed that it was through the content that was
taught (face-to-face [67%)], some face-to-face, some self-study [67%], and self-study only
[64%]). In this specific item, students who could not access the content ranged between
25% and 42% for all the selected items. Only 12% of the self-study only students selected
the “by meeting other first-year students”, as the nature of their interaction with the
institution was for a brief period of time within their first year, and they did not have the

opportunity to engage with the UFS101 summer school face-to-face.

Figure 1: The ways in which UFS101 assisted student transition into university

In the context of the four groups, the self-study only students are a representative sample
of students who could only engage with the content online, and they reported that the
UFS101 content assisted them with what 1s expected of them at university (57%). In
addition to this, the self-study group reported that UFS101 provided an overview of
the basic skills they require to be successful within university (60%). This specific part of
the cohort illustrated that the content was sufficient in assisting student transition, but
illustrated the lack of social cohesion that the other students experienced (face-to-face
(35%), some face-to-face, some self-study (28%)) as a result of the physical interaction with
other students.

Students were asked if they had a positive or negative experience with UFS101.
Opverall, students reported that they had more of a positive experience with UFS101 than
an undecided or negative experience. The majority of students who could not access the

content did not have a positive or negative experience of UFS101.
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Student Experience in UFS101 (BFN = 1587, QQ = 346)
90%

81%

77%
80% 2%

70% 67%
60%
50%
40%

30% 23%
. 19%

20% 17% ° 7% 4 4es

10%

0%
Face-to-Face (n=1133) Some Face-to-Face, Some Self- Self-Study Only (n=417) Could Not Access Content (n = 36)
Study (n = 347)

M | had a positive experience M | had a negative experience H | did not have a positive or negative experience

Figure 2: Student experience within of the first semester of UFS101

Students who said that they had a positive experience with the content were then further
asked to provide context around why they had a positive experience. In total, 1486
students’ responses were taken into consideration (BFN=1196, QQ =290). When their
responses were stratified according to the four categories, a few unique themes emerged.
The first theme was that across all four categories, the majority of students attributed
their positive experience to learning something new. In addition to this, face-to-face
(65%), some face-to-face, some self-study (68%), and self-study only (65%) reported that
UFS101 broadened their perspectives around concepts that they did not know. According
to Dziewanowska (2017), an opportunity for development presents itself when students are
learning new things, and equally, broadens their perspectives. Lastly, the biggest difference
between the groups was observed in the reason why students had a positive experience, as

seen in Figure 3.

Why Students Had a Positive Experience (BFN = 1196, QQ = 290)

90% 83%

80% 75%
, 73%
71% 72% ° gy 0%
70% 65% 65%
60%
51%

50% .
21% 42% 42%

40% 339
30%

20% 17% 17%

- l

0%
Face-to-Face (n=912) Some Face-to-Face, Some Self-Study Self-Study Only (n = 302) Could Not Access Content (n = 6)
(n=266)

m | learned something new mUF5101 broadened my perspective around concepts | did not know about

UFS101 helped me transition into university m| learned about the available support systems at the university

Figure 3: Reasons for positive student experience of UFS101 in the first semester
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As observed in Figure 3, there was a significantly higher percentage of students who had
a face-to-face interaction, or some face-to-face interaction that attributed the positive
experience with UFS101 to the module assisting with the transition into university, than
students who did not have that interaction. This strengthens the argument that content
alone is not enough in student transition (Upcraft et al., 2005; Kuh, 2008; Young, 2016) and
suggests that the benefit of face-to-face interaction be further investigated as a contributor
to a successful transition to university. An important finding was that the differences and
similarities reported on was consistent across students from different faculties or fields

of study.

Conclusion

According to Gadinger (2014), immense pressure is placed upon institutions to produce
more graduates — this requires an intentional focus on improving student transition.
According to Kuh (2008), implementing FYE programmes as HIPs contributes towards
successful student transition. In this study, the impact of COVID-19 and the ensuing
national lockdown on the FYS at the UFS was investigated. The descriptive observation
highlighted that there were unique differences between the four stratified groups that
need to be explored further, such as the challenges students face in the first six months
of university and the effect of different modes of delivery (face-to-face vs online self-
study) on student transition. COVID-19 brought with it a reminder that institutions
of higher learning need to not only scale online learning for all students, but also
acknowledge the challenges that accompany online learning. Some of these include
investigating the technological needs of students who cannot access university infor-
mation, and exploring the differences between a face-to-face model and a blend of
face-to-face and online in terms of student success. Lastly, this type of investigation
should be regularly performed to understand first-year transition and how to effectively

implement a FYS, and thus optimally support first-year students.
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