
T: +27(0)51 401 9111   |   info@ufs.ac.za   |   www.ufs.ac.za

Lessons for the field: Using 10 years of student 
engagement data to help design universities for 

success
Francois Strydom and Sonja Loots 



OUTLINE
• What do we know about our first-year/ 

undergraduate students from engagement data?
• Designing and organising for student success

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Highlighting 6 important things we have learnt from the student engagement data over the years related to first years, and UG students in general. Each of these lessons sparks some important questions we need to reflect on and which we will highlight throughout the presentation. We then tie everything together by proposing how data such as this are impacting how we are designing (or should be designing) our universities and what we need to do institutionally to align our efforts toward student success. 



WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT OUR FIRST-YEAR 
STUDENTS?

• They have unrealistic expectations

• They enter with some vital traits and skills



UNREALISTIC EXPECTATIONS:
PERCEIVED PREPAREDNESS VS. EXPECTED DIFFICULTY
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How do we keep student motivated through the disappointing times?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Most of you would be familiar with this finding – that students who enter higher education tend to overestimate of their own abilities and an underestimate of how difficult things might be in their first year of study. This is also a longstanding international trend. We also see that most students enter with marks lower than 70%, yet most expect to achieve 70% or more in their first year. In reality, most students realise this miscalculation of their abilities and the difficulties they will experience only with the first assessment. We also know that 70% of students entering university are first in their generation to do so, and almost half will be the first in their extended families to graduate from university. Being a first generation student also means that you enter with more of a disadvantage – you generally enter with lower scores; you are more likely to live off-campus; and the gap between overestimating abilities and underestimating difficulties is bigger. What we need to ask is how are we preparing students for the disappointment when they realise things are not as easy as it seemed? How can we help students to stay positive after they do poorly in tests? How do we ensure that we communicate results and alternatives positively and constructively with students – or refer them to the necessary support structures if need be? 



ENTER WITH VITAL TRAITS AND SKILLS:
ACADEMIC PERSEVERANCE
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Can our design of the student experience make these responses true?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In a recent report we published with USAf, we identified certain traits and skills first year students enter with – including a sense of resilience, determination, positivity, as well as some experience with writing, learning strategies, etc. An important mind shift we need to make is to stop blaming students for being ‘underprepared’ and start thinking how we could live up to students’ expectations. While we know students’ expectations are a bit unrealistic, it does not take away from us asking how we can redesign our environments/practices to help make these responses true. For example, we know from the engagement data that very few students interact with their lecturers – what can we do to help students feel more comfortable to approach their lecturers when they need help – as they expect to do when they come into university? Or how certain are we that students are able to access information via the library, technology, LMS in order for them to be more active in their own studies? 



WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT UNDERGRADUATE 
STUDENTS?

• Engaging with effective educational behaviours has a 
positive impact on students’ academic performance

• Students want to participate in high-impact practices and 
benefit from them

• The alignment between university studies and the ‘real 
world’ is still a challenge

• Students need more non-academic support



EFFECTIVE EDUCATIONAL BEHAVIOURS
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
These are examples of the items we have found a positive relationship with students’ academic performance. The blue items represent student behaviours. Sudents do better when they participate in class; when they feel academically challenged; and when they engage in peer learning – particularly with diverse others (within or beyond the classroom), and when they spend more time on academic-related activities and less time on non-academic-related activities (as has been found since the 1930s in international literature). The yellow blocks represent lecturers’ behaviours in class. Receiving prompt feedback from lecturers; receiving examples or illustrations to link to new knowledge; understanding the work; and being able to follow the work in a logical sequence all impact on students’ academic performance. We also know through the LSSE and CLASSE that students and lecturers are not always on the same page about their teaching and learning experiences – with almost all lecturers indicating that they do these and other basic teaching tasks regularly, while students do not always feel that this happens in their classes – particularly regarding receiving feedback. The orange and green blocks are both the responsibility of the institution as well as students. The orange blocks show 4 high-impact practices which we’ve found to have a positive relationship with students’ academic performance.  These include being part of student organisations, participating in peer learning support and literacy cources, as well as both participating in academic advising and the quality of advising received which impacts academic performance. If institutions are not investing in developing these and other high-impact practices then students would not benefit from them (as I’ll show on the next slide). Lastly, the green items refer to a general sense of satisfaction and number of credits/modules students are enrolled for. The data show that students who are feeling more positive about their institutions do better academically (or the other way around).



STUDENTS WANT TO PARTICIPATE IN HIGH-IMPACT 
PRACTICES AND BENEFIT FROM THEM
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How can these data inform design?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The benefits of HIPs have been well documented internationally and we are in the process of identifying and measuring what works here. If we know what the benefits are of certain practices, should we not be more intentional to develop spaces for students to engage in these practices? The blue lines indicate students’ responses that they plan to engage in these practices – in other words, they want to participate in practices that would help them develop or give them some practical experience. In terms of design: We need to ask then how do we identify which practices are high-impact in our own environments, how do we invest in these practices to reach as many students as possible through them, and how do we measure the impact these practices have on students’ development and success. 



THE ALIGNMENT BETWEEN UNIVERSITY STUDIES AND THE 
‘REAL WORLD’ IS STILL A CHALLENGE
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Two of the main goals for higher education – as stipulated in national policy documents – are producing graduates who will be able to contribute to the economic growth of South Africa, as well as graduates who would be able to contribute to the social transformation of the country. The first goal is regulated through quality control and accreditation of degrees – in other words, are students developing the relevant knowledge they need to qualify for a particular professional field. However, what are the skills students need to be ‘good’ workers and ‘good’ citizens? The data show that 80-90% of students feel they are developing skills related to thinking critically and analytically and working with others. Around 76% of students say they are learning to understand people of other backgrounds, and around 70% of students feel they are developing a personal code of ethics, learning how to solve complex real-world problems, or how to become an informed and active citizen. While most universities have some form of graduate attributes they are pursuing, we need to reflect on how these attributes are intentionally developed.



STUDENTS NEED MORE NON-ACADEMIC SUPPORT

35

43

20

2
0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Never Sometimes Most days Every day

In the past year, were there any times that you ran out of food and could 
not afford to buy more? (N=9138)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
65% of students have run out of food and could not afford to buy more. For 22% this happens most days or every day



STUDENTS NEED MORE NON-ACADEMIC SUPPORT
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Presentation Notes
The impact of financial stress on students’ academic and non-academic well-being is also noted: for example, two thirds of students say that they have chosen not to buy academic materials due to their cost; and almost two thirds have chosen not to participate in academic or social activities on campus because they don’t have money. However, when asked whether financial concerns have had a negative impact on their academic performance, slightly less than half of students said yes. 



STUDENTS NEED MORE NON-ACADEMIC SUPPORT
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What are the implications for wrap-around services?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We ask students to list the reasons which might have contributed to them wanting to drop out as some stage. The majority reasons are financially related, as well as related to personal or family problems. Other non-academic reasons include feeling that they don’t belong or fit in, as well as safety concerns off campus. Only 15% have considered dropping out because of poor academic performance. Taking this data together, we need to ask what the implications are if we want to provide students with wrap-around support structures while they are studying.



DESIGNING AND ORGANISING FOR STUDENT SUCCESS

• Principle 1: Feature student success in the institution’s living 
differentiated mission and as lived educational philosophy
- Create innovative and evidence-based academic and non-academic 

support
- Make sure all staff see their role in student success

• Principle 2: Make talent development the central tenant of the 
institution’s operational philosophy
- Academic staff development needs to be designed based on who our 
students are

- Design teaching and learning as well as co-curricular interventions and 
environments that optimises the development of students’ attitudes and 
skills

• Principle 3: Create learning environments that value and promote 
inclusion and educational enrichment through equity-minded policies, 
programmes, and practices
- Adapting orientation, transition programmes, assessments, and teaching 
and learning practices

- Expand and develop HIPs across the curriculum and co-curriculum

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Edward Deming is often credited with asserting something akin to the following: “every system is perfectly designed to get the results it gets”. This observation raises the question of how higher education institutions can be re-engineered to produce different, better results. We posit that five design and organising principles adapted from Kuh et al (2010) are indispensable to realise the needed systemic changes required to advance the student engagement and success agenda in South African higher education. Each of these interventions must be adapted and implemented with fidelity to fit local contextual features – we therefore include some examples of practices we have developed or have seen being developed at other institutions to reflect what we have learnt from the engagement data put into practice. 



DESIGNING AND ORGANISING FOR STUDENT SUCCESS

• Principle 4: Cultivate an ethic of continuous improvement and 
collaboration
- Broaden rigorous quality assurance processes that help to 
expand an evidence-based culture

- Include collaboration as a specific criterion to ensure optimal use 
of resources

• Principle 5: Clarifying the pathways that maximize student success
- Interrogate institutional data to design interventions (transition, 
orientation and advising) that are informed by who our students are

- Develop data analytics to promote effective use of resources. 
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