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Assessing students' changing perceptions of
higher education
E M Bitzer*
University of Stellenbosch

ABSTRACT
A major contribution of higher education institutions towards benefitting societies, is their
potential to assist students in their academic
progress as well as their progress in other
spheres. To be able to assess how students
change progressively, particularly in respect of
change in perceptions during their undergraduate studies, relevant pre-entry data is needed. If a
transformational approach to quality assurance
and development is desirable in higher education, strategies and instrumentation for assessing
student change and progress need to be continuously investigated.
This article reports research directed at the
adaptation and implementation of relevant assessment models, including Astin's comprehensive approach to student talent development,
Kuh's model of student engagement and Tinto's
longitudinal model of factors influencing student
departure. It explores new possibilities of generating data on student change that might be
potentially valuable to students, learning facilitators and researchers in higher education
institutions. The article also proposes instrumentation that might assist higher education institutions in rethinking ways and means of
determining students' perceptual change.

INTRODUCTION

O

ne issue recently highlighted by the South
African Parliamentary Portfolio Committee on
Education was that around R1 500 m of taxpayers'
money is wasted annually because of the failure and
dropout of students from higher education institutions (Die Burger 2002). This clearly unacceptable
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figure, representing direct costs only, represents a
legitimate claim to accountability demanded by
government from higher education. This ``value for
money'' notion of quality, however, represents only
one view of quality (Harvey & Green 1993; Harvey
1996). There are, however, also other quality views
that may possibly be more important and more costly.
Higher education institutions in South Africa have
long operated with the Darwinian philosophy that
only those ``fit'' for higher education will eventually
get through the system. Those students who possess
the talents and skills to ``survive'' will succeed and
those who do not, will find something else to do.
However, in an era of increased mass and expensive
higher education this philosophy does not hold any
longer, and restricting failure or dropout cannot be
viewed as sole criteria of quality and hallmarks of high
standards. A transformational view of what constitutes quality in higher education is needed ± this view
does not only accommodate increased student diversity but also asks questions about the processes that
contribute to student change and progress in South
African higher education.
The transformational quality view is not new in
international terms, but is only slowly beginning to
evolve in this country. Tinto (1975; 1987) argued that
students' social, as well as academic, experiences are
critical determinants of educational outcomes. More
recently, this orientation has been developed further
by authors like Dietsche (1990; 1995; 1998; 2001)
and O'Banion (1994) who argue that the way in
which higher education institutions organise themselves is an important determinant of learning. The
implication for institutions is that educators must
attend to both the non-cognitive and the cognitive
characteristics of students in order to create diverse,
stimulating environments that lead to positive learning experiences and maximise opportunities for
change and progress.
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Higher education institutions are increasingly compelled to ask themselves questions such as: What
does a higher education experience add to student
change and progress, apart from furnishing them with
a qualification that might or might not meet professional demands? To what extent does a university or
technikon experience unlock the untapped potential,
the manifold talents, special attributes, and powers of
insight, innovation, negotiation, decision-making and
rhetorical skills lying dormant in the new breed of
students constituting diverse campus populations?
Does higher education indeed deserve its priority
position, its image of social prestige and its access to
governmental funding in a changing world intent on
amending discrimination, elitism, and exclusively
Western perspectives? Are generic learning outcomes
actually being met, guaranteed and verified, and
moreover, could the all-round learning of students
be improved upon, seeing that education, as all
institutional systems in South Africa, finds itself in a
process of transformation?
This report introduces research at one institution that
has adapted and implemented the talent development
or value added views of determining higher education
quality. It includes Astin's (1975; 1991; 1993)
comprehensive model of assessing student change,
Kuh's (2001) and Banta and Kuh's (1998) model of
assessing student engagement and Tinto's (1993)
longitudinal model of factors influencing student
attrition in higher education.
THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Since this article primarily addresses students' perceptual change, the concept of perception and the
difference between change and development need to
be explained. The term perception is derived from the
Latin per capere, meaning ``to take or to receive''
(Oxford advanced learner’s dictionary 1989) and
finds a popular meaning in its description as ``forming
a first impression, without giving much or deep
thought and which might be accurate or not in view
of the lack of a systematic analysis of evidence''
(Chapman 1995). Without delving too deeply into
semantics, Goldberg (1998) sees perception as being
almost a ``gut feeling'' formed by experience, observation and comparison.
Change in the context of students in higher education
refers to the alterations that occur over time in
students' internal perceptual, cognitive and affective
characteristics (Pascarella & Terenzini 1991). Change
may be quantitative or qualitative, it implies no
directionality, encompassing both regression and
progression. Change is thus a descriptive, value-free
term. Development, on the other hand, is a more
complex concept and no clear consensus exists as to
its exact meaning (Pascarella & Terenzini 1991).
Learner has indicated that ``basic agreement exists

that development involves changes in an organism
that are systematic, organized and successive ... and
are thought to serve an adaptive function, ie to
enhance survival'' (Learner 1986:41). A presumption
of growth or growth potential toward maturity is
embedded in development, also implying that growth
is to be valued and pursued as a desirable psychological or educational end (Perry 1970; Feldman
1972).
To assess students' perceptual change, particularly
during and upon completion of their undergraduate
studies at higher education institutions, relevant data
about students has to be collected before they start
higher education. Knowledge about the various kinds
of experiences students are exposed to, and the
benefit (or lack thereof) derived from them while they
participate in higher education, is equally important if
any useful inferences are to be made. There is little
sense in the innovation and application of measures
to enhance (or ``add value to'') students' learning
experiences if the end results cannot be compared to
the initial situation at the point of entry, as well as to
how they were engaged in the learning process (Kuh
2001; Banta & Kuh 1998). This means that researchers should assess students' different kinds of existing
knowledge and aptitudes, personality traits, expectations, as well as their interest and participation in
specific activities, both academically and extra-murally, when they register for higher education (Pascarella & Terenzini 1991; Eimers & Pike 1997). Once
a reliable profile of each new student, as well as of
students collectively, has been established, educationists can proceed to offer suggestions as to the
assessment of change. In this particular instance, the
focus is on students' perceptions as one area of
potential change.
Since institutions vary in terms of the kinds of
students they attract, it is imperative to check for
student characteristics on arrival, allowing for bias
inherent in inputs. Valid and reliable measures are
thus needed to determine the value that different
higher education institutions add to their entering
student populations. This is especially important for
undergraduate educational experiences, since most
residential students enrol for programmes that involve
three to four years of full-time study.
In South Africa, where a transformative approach is
highly desirable (Harvey 1996), no comprehensive
strategy to assess the dimensions of student change
across institutions is in place. In view of the
increasing emphasis on quality and effectiveness in
higher education (Council on Higher Education
2000), as well as on generic learning outcomes that
are to be promoted by learning programmes (South
African Qualifications Authority 1999), it seems
important that potentially successful assessment
strategies should be investigated and piloted. This is
needed not only to complement current quality
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assurance measures that focus mainly on input criteria
of institutional effectiveness, but more importantly, to
emphasise the quality of student change effected.
One way of judging transformational change is by
determining students' own views and perceptions at
various stages of their studies.
In developing instrumentation for assessing student
perceptions reported in this study, six major studies
on student change were explored: Astin's InputEnvironment-Outcomes (IEO) approach, Kuh's model
of student engagement, Tinto's model of student
departure, Pascarella and Terenzini's research on
student change, the Freshman Integration and Tracking System (FIT) as introduced by Dietsche and the
South African Wellness model.
Astin's IEO approach
Astin's (1975; 1991; 1993) IEO approach to the
assessment of student change provides a theoretical
framework to organise cause and effect, taking into
consideration what happens between the input and
the outcome of students' higher education experience. Many assessment studies incorrectly focus
solely on either inputs or outcomes ± measuring
throughput or dropout rates, for example ± without
indicating institutions' educational impact or change
in the development of the talents and skills of
students. The IEO instrumentation has been in use
for more than two decades in over 1 800 institutions
of higher education in the USA, involving more than
10 million students (HERI 2001). Table 1 indicates
the basic questions posed by an ISE approach.
The fundamental premise underlying the IEO approach (Astin 1993) is that true educational excellence lies in an institution's ability to affect its
students and staff favourably, to enhance their
intellectual and scholarly development, and to make
a positive difference in their lives. The most ``excellent'' institutions are, in this view, those that have
the greatest impact on (add the most value to or
change) students' knowledge, skills, attitudes and

personal characteristics. In terms of quality assessment it is thus imperative to determine the changes or
improvements in student bodies over time. This
implies that student perceptions have to be tested
before they engage in institutional activities.
In answering the question whether higher education
is even close to identifying changes towards excellence in (undergraduate) education, Pascarella
(2001) is convinced that Astin's IEO model proves
to have huge potential if alumni are also included in
outcomes studies.
Kuh's student engagement model
According to Kuh (2001) what students do during
their higher education experience counts most in
terms of desired higher education outcomes, not who
they are or even what institution they attend. The best
single predictor of student learning and personal
change is the time and energy students devote to
educationally purposeful activities. Therefore, the
implication is that those institutions that more fully
engage their students in the variety of activities that
contribute to valued outcomes, can claim to be of
higher quality in comparison with similar types of
institutions.
Certain institutional practices are known to lead to
high levels of student engagement. Perhaps the bestknown set of engagement indicators is the Seven
principles for good practice in undergraduate education (Chickering, Gamson & Barsi 1989). These
principles include student-staff contact, co-operation
among students, active learning, prompt feedback,
time spent on learning tasks, high expectations and
respect for diverse talents and ways of learning. Also
important to student learning are institutional environments that are perceived by students as being
inclusive and affirming, and where expectations for
performance are clearly communicated and set at
reasonably high levels. All these factors and conditions are positively related to student satisfaction and

Table 1
Astin's IEO approach, amended by Pascarella (2001)
Input assessment

Environment/process
assessment

Outcomes assessment

Effect assessment
(Pascarella)

What students arrive with
at an higher education institution:
Prior schooling/learning
record
. Talents
. Skills
. Values

How and in which respects students change
while in higher education:
. Intellectual change
. Skills change
. Values change

What students leave with
from an higher education
institution:
. Intellectual gain
. Skills gain
. Values

What talents/skills/values
do alumni apply in the
environments they work
and live in?
Which of these could be
ascribed to higher education?
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Table 2
Elements of Kuh's student engagement instrumentation
Premise:
What counts most in terms of effecting desirable higher education outcomes is what students do during their
higher education experience. The best single predictor of student learning success is the time and energy
students devote to educationally purposeful activities (engagement).
Student engagement is primarily indicated by
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)

Level of academic challenge
Active and collaborative learning
Student-staff interaction
Enriching educational experiences
Supportive campus environment.

achievement on a variety of dimensions as shown in
Table 2.
Tinto's model of student departure
Tinto's longitudinal model of student departure from
higher education institutions (Tinto 1987; 1993) does
not only explain factors determining student decisions to leave institutions before completing their
studies, but also provides useful insights into factors
contributing to learning success. The model, which is
primarily sociological in nature, focuses on intrainstitutional environments, students' voluntary withdrawal from studies and the formal and informal
environments as playing a central role in the longitudinal process of student departure. As shown in
Figure 1, Tinto (1993) argues that individual departure from institutions can be viewed as arising from a
longitudinal process of interactions between an
individual student with given attributes, skills, financial resources, prior educational experiences, and
dispositions (intentions and commitments), and other
members of the academic and social systems of the
institution. A student's experience in those systems,
as indicated by his/her intellectual (academic) and
social (personal) integration, continually modifies
his/her intentions and commitments. Positive experiences (that is integrative academic and social
experiences) reinforce persistence. Experiences that
are positive impact upon heightened intentions and
commitments both to the goal of completion of
studies and to the institution in which the person
finds himself or herself. Negative or malintegrative
experiences serve to weaken student intentions and
commitments ± especially commitment to the institution ± and thereby enhance the likelihood of leaving
the institution.
The Tinto model clearly assists the interpretation of
data gathered on student attributes when they enter

higher education institutions. It also clarifies data on
student goals and commitments upon entry, while the
classification of ``formal'' and ``informal'' student
experiences contributes to understanding the complex interaction between student experiences in the
academic and social systems of a higher education
institution. One important element of the model is its
position that a positive integration between intellectual and social experiences enhances the likelihood
that a student will persist within an institution until
the completion of his/her studies. The model also
posits, conversely, that the lower the degree of
student social and intellectual integration into academic and social communities in the institution, the
greater the likelihood of student dropout and departure.
Pascarella and Terenzini's research on student
change
Consistent with earlier research by Newcomb (1969)
and Bowen (1977), the findings of Pascarella and
Terenzini (1991) on student change suggest that
during their undergraduate studies students change
on a broad front (see Table 3). The most striking
characteristic of the evidence they have produced is
the breadth of student change that occurs. Pascarella
and Terenzini's work indicates that students do not
only make statistically significant gains in knowledge
and in a range of cognitive and intellectual skills, but
that they also change on an array of value, attitudinal,
psychosocial and moral dimensions. According to
their findings there is some modest tendency for
changes in intellectual skills to be larger in magnitude
than changes in other areas, but the evidence is quite
consistent in indicating that the changes coincident
with university studies extend substantially beyond
cognitive growth.
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Table 3
Dimensions of change investigated by Pascarella and Terenzini (1991)
Areas of change
Learning and cognitive change
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

General verbal skills
General quantitative skills
Specific subject knowledge
Oral communication skills
Formal reasoning
Critical thinking
Reflective judgement, informal reasoning
Ability to deal with conceptual complexity

Psychosocial change
Self systems:

Change in attitudes and values
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

Aesthetic, cultural and intellectual values
Value placed on liberal education
Value placed on education as vocational preparation
Value placed on education as intrinsic occupational
rewards
Altruism, social and civic conscience, humanitarianism
Political and social liberalism
Civil rights and liberties
Religiosity, religious affiliation
Moral change

. Use of principled reasoning in judging moral issues

. Identity status
. Ego development
. Self-concept
Ð Academic
Ð Social
Ð Self-esteem
Relational systems:
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

Autonomy, independence and locus of control
Authoritarianism
Ethnocentrism
Intellectual orientation
Interpersonal relations
Personal adjustment and psychological well-being
Maturing and general personality development

Pascarella and Terenzini have shown that the change
that does occur during university studies does not
appear to be concentrated in a few isolated areas.
Rather, they suggest that students change in an
integrated way, with change in any one area appearing to be part of a mutually reinforcing network or
pattern of change in other areas. Such a tendency is
generally consistent with the findings of Heath
(1968) and Chickering (1969), both of whom
envision maturation during undergraduate study years
as being holistic in nature and embracing many facets
of individual change.
The freshman integration and tracking system
Another systemic model that played a significant role
in the development of the instrumentation in this
study was Dietsche's (1990; 1995; 1998) Freshman
Integration and Tracking System (FIT). The FIT
system is theoretically based on the ``person-environment fit'' model of Tinto as described above. The
system acknowledges the variables and pathways

associated with student departure. It also argues that
the process of student withdrawal could be viewed as
longitudinal interactions between the individual and
the academic and social systems of an institution. Five
characteristics make the FIT system resemble most of
the research on student retention. These characteristics are summarised in Table 4.
In essence, the system proposes that student retention and academic success (and thus institutional
quality) depend on an early identification of the
degree of ``fit'' or congruence between students and
their learning environments. If institutions identify
incongruence in learning environments, strategies
that help students or the institution to rectify this
discrepancy need to be in place to promote student
retention.
The South African Wellness Model
Student wellness is considered to be more than the
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Table 4
Main characteristics of the FIT Tracking System (Dietsche 1990; 1995; 1998)
Main characteristics:
. Student decision to depart is a function of the interaction between student characteristics and the (formal and
informal) learning environment
. The first study year should be the focus of retention efforts
. Many students leave HE for reasons other than academic ones
. ``At risk'' students need to be identified early and interventions should be associated with targeted,
personalised strategies
. For first-year commuter students, academic factors are of greater persistence importance than social factors.

absence of illness. Wellness represents the enhancement of the quality of life resulting from a balanced
lifestyle that promotes different dimensions of being
well.
Wellness is also an active process of becoming aware
of and making choices toward a higher level of being
well, including a positive approach to living. Increasing attention has been devoted lately to the development of holistic models to increase student wellness
on South African campuses. One such effort is the
development of the South African Perceived Wellness
Model (Davies, Knoesen & Nock 2001). This model
(see Table 5) was instrumental in triggering a number
of ideas and items on student wellness ± particularly
intellectual and social wellness ± for inclusion in
dimensions of the assessment instrumentation described in this article.
AIMS AND GOALS OF THE PROJECT
With the value added (IEO) approach to student
change as a point of departure, the University of
Stellenbosch has, since 2002, undertaken renewed
interest in student support and developmental programmes has since 2002. These programmes are
aimed at assisting students with their orientation into

university life, particularly during their first year of
study (the Alpha programme) and at helping them to
round off their studies at the end of their undergraduate career (the Omega programme). These
programmes are supported by extensive research at
various levels.
Under the leadership of the University's Academic
Support Services and the Committee for the Welcoming of New Students, an introductory questionnaire
(the Alpha Baseline Questionnaire or ABQ) was
developed to generate student entry data and determine students' perceptions of themselves before they
start their studies at university. The broad aims of the
Alpha and Omega programmes are to limit student
attrition, to improve the quality of student learning
experiences and to assist students with their progression into the job market or further studies at the
institution. The research accompanying the AlphaOmega programmes has five distinct goals, namely to
. generate data on the perceptions of individual
first-year students for diagnostic purposes, advice
and early interventions upon identification of
perceived needs;
. provide a database to determine trends concerning
the first-year student group;
. generate institutional data for information manage-

Table 5
Dimensions of the South African Wellness Model (Davies, Knoesen & Nock 2001)
Dimensions of Wellness

Number of items in the Wellness Questionnaire
dealing with this dimension

Physical wellness

29

Career wellness

25

Intellectual wellness

21

Social wellness

25

Emotional wellness

30

Spiritual dimension

21
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ment purposes concerning the first-year student
group;
. generate data on perceptions for comparison to
perceptions at later stages of students' university
experience;
. identify student perceptions and experiences concerning learning and teaching for improving the
quality of learning.
To assist in the achievement of these goals, instrumentation in the form of three questionnaires,
implemented at different stages of the first and also
in the final academic year, was developed.
INSTRUMENTATION
Based on the theoretical considerations discussed
earlier, a group comprising the director of student
academic support services, the director of student
counseling and development services, a senior researcher from the Faculty of Education and an expert in
information management developed a draft question-

naire for pre-entry assessment in 2002. The first Alpha
Base-line Questionnaire (ABQ) used in 2002 comprised 174 items grouped into 14 sections: Biographical; Study patterns at school; Informal activities at
school; Time management patterns; Perception of own
abilities; Influences regarding study decisions; Financial concerns; Reasons for studying at the institution;
Assistance needed; View on the self; Involvement/
participation in activities; Career goals; Views and
values, and Personal wellness.
The data generated by the ABQ in 2002 was
compared to the data of the Alpha Progress Questionnaire (APQ) implemented at the end of 2002. The
ABQ was implemented again in 2003 and its results
will eventually be compared to those of the Omega
Exit Questionnaire (OEQ) that will only be implemented by the end of 2004 and 2005. This process is
outlined in Figure 2.
As explained earlier, ABQ questions were generated
by evaluating and adapting items from existing
international instrumentation. At the same time

Alpha
Programme

Pre-entry assessment
(ABQ)
Comparison

End of first-year
assessment: (APQ)

Alpha and Omega
Programmes enhancing
first-year orientation and
final year exit.

Comparison

Omega
Programme

Omega End-point
Questionnaire
(OEQ)

Figure 2
Elements of the Alpha-Omega research process
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relevance to the institutional context was important
and questions of a potentially diagnostic value with a
view to personal follow-up with individual students
were also included.
The ABQ, electronically available to students on
Web-CT, was completed by first-year students on a
voluntary basis within the first two weeks after their
arrival at the institution and before the start of the
formal academic year in 2002 and 2003. The
questionnaire was made available in both Afrikaans
and English. No fixed rating scale for items was
utilised, since each section of the ABQ serves a
different purpose.
In 2002 the number of ABQ items was reduced from
174 to 161 to eliminate overlap, but in 2003 the
questionnaire was subjected to a number of validation
measures and completely reconfigured for use in
2004 (see Table 6). The Web CT format of the ABQ
was also changed to a more user-friendly and less
time consuming version.
For the follow-up questionnaire (the APQ) imple-

mented at the end of 2002 and to be re-implemented
in 2003, all ABQ items were retained, but reworded to
reflect first-year university activities, rather than
school activities.
RESULTS
A total of 1885 and 1442 first-year students completed the ABQ in 2002 and 2003 respectively. These
figures constitute just fewer than 50 per cent of the
total first-year student group in 2002 and just over 40
per cent of the first-year group in 2003. In contrast to
the completion of the ABQ, only 195 first-year
students completed the APQ at the end of 2002.
Table 7 indicates a breakdown of the respondents to
the ABQ and APQ in 2002 and 2003 respectively.
For all three questionnaires, white, Afrikaans-speaking students were in the majority (as the University of
Stellenbosch is a historically white, Afrikaans-medium institution), while more females than males
responded. Except for two out of nine faculties, there
was a decline in participation from students between

Table 6
2002/3 and 2004 configuration of the Alpha Baseline Questionnaire
2002/3 ABQ configuration
Dimension
Biographical

Proposed 2004 ABQ configuration
No. of
items
15

Prior schooling characteristics:
Study pattern at school
Informal activities at school
Time management at school
Perception of own abilities
Study decisions
Financial concerns and other sources of
insecurity

2 210
9
16
7

Dimension
Biographical
Study pattern at school (school leavers
only)
Informal activities (school leavers only)
Other social activities
Perception of own abilities/view of self

No. of
items
4

191 010
22

Study aspirations

4

Financial concerns

3

Reasons for studying at institution

10

Reasons for studying at institution (response options)

20

Perceived assistance required

11

Perceived assistance required

11

View of self

15

Involvement/participation in campus life

17

Career goals

16

Views and values

14

Prioritisation of societal issues (choice of
responses)

16

Personal wellness

17

Personal wellness

10

Total no. of items

161

Total no of items

120
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Table 7
Breakdown of first-year students that completed the ABQ and ABQ: 2002/2003
Students that completed the ABQ
Breakdown of respondents

2002

Per cent

2003

Students that completed the APQ

Per cent

2002

Per cent

Total

1 885

Ð

1 442

Ð

195

Ð

White

1 682

89

1 218

84

178

91

Black

199

11

224

16

17

9

1 510

80

1 142

79

157

81

English

375

20

300

21

38

19

Male

816

43

609

42

92

47

1 069

57

833

58

103

53

54

3

107

7

7

4

Arts

405

22

264

18

61

31

Economic Sciences

746

40

449

31

81

42

90

5

73

5

2

1

212

11

190

13

12

6

Law

72

4

56

4

3

2

Health Sciences

33

2

140

10

1

1

Natural Sciences

263

14

148

10

26

13

9

1

14

1

2

1

Afrikaans

Female
Faculty: Agriculture

Education
Engineering

Theology

2002 and 2003. What was most disturbing, however,
was that only 195 first-year students completed the
APQ, representing less than 5 per cent of all first-year
students in 2002. At least four faculties were grossly
underrepresented in the ABQ completion. No meaningful comparisons between ABQ and APQ results
could thus be drawn in 2002. Although comparisons
of individual respondents to the ABQ and APQ were
possible (but not reported here), no representative
findings were possible concerning perceptual change
between first-year entry and completion.
The results of the ABQ in 2003 were almost a mirror
image of the results of 2002. Indicating a possible
consistency in the ABQ, a few sample items have
been selected for an illustrative analysis. These items,
representing a minor portion of ABQ results, are
depicted in Table 8.

programmes leading to qualifications at all levels. As
illustrated in Table 8, the majority of students
expressed high levels of confidence regarding self
management (more than 60 per cent of respondents),
respect for the health of others (more than 55 per cent
of respondents) and respect for the living environment (more than 65 per cent of respondents).
Relatively fewer students expressed high confidence
levels in oral communication (fewer than 35 per cent
of respondents), written communication (fewer than
40 per cent of respondents) and research skills (fewer
than 40 per cent of respondents). In respect of
confidence in research skills, however, the increase
between 2002 and 2003 was four percentage points,
possibly indicating increased confidence resulting
from a more learner-centred and less exam-driven
approach in schooling.

The first nine items in Table 8 represent students'
perceived levels of confidence in their ability to
demonstrate nine generic learning or developmental
outcomes. These outcomes are termed generic since
the National Qualifications Authority in South Africa
requires them to be part of educational outcomes of

Another interesting result from the ABQ questionnaire
is that fewer than 20 per cent of the respondents
indicated the language orientation of the institution
(predominantly Afrikaans) to be a very important
consideration for them in selecting an institution to
study at. This finding should be judged together with
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Table 8
Example items illustrative of selected responses to the ABQ
Sample APQ item

Percentage of first-year
respondents in ...
2002

2003

Confidence in own oral communication (very confident)

32

33

Confidence in own written communication (very confident)

37

39

Confidence in own capability of identifying and solving problems (very
confident)

45

45

Confidence in managing self responsibly (very confident)

60

61

Confidence in working with others in a group or team (very confident)

48

50

Confidence in own research skills (very confident)

33

37

Consciousness of showing respect for living environment (very conscious)

66

67

Concern for the health of others (very concerned)

57

56

Confidence in understanding the ``big picture'' of the world as a set of related
systems (very confident)

46

48

Importance of the language orientation of the institution
Very important
Somewhat important
Not important

19
32
48

19
35
47

Capable of getting an average of 60 per cent in all subjects (agree/strongly
agree)

92

92

Used own computer at school (frequently/occasionally)

73

78

Importance of becoming a community leader
Essential/very important
Somewhat/not important

16
82

17
83

the fact that more than 80 per cent of respondents are
Afrikaans-speaking (Table 7).
More than 90 per cent of first-year respondents agree
or strongly agree with the statement that they are
capable of obtaining an average of 60 per cent in all
their first-year subjects. When this is compared with
the real academic performance of all first-year
students at the institution in 2002, results show that
almost half of all first-year students failed one or more
course modules. Clearly, a discrepancy exists between first-year students' perceived and actual
performance levels.
More than 70 percent of respondents in 2002 and
more than 80 percent in 2003 indicated that they had
used an own computer frequently or occasionally
while at school. When this figure is calculated for black
students, one sees that the percentage that used a
computer frequently or occasionally at school drops to
fewer than 40 per cent in 2002 and fewer than 45 per
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cent in 2003. This illustrates, inter alia, the probability
that most black students arrive at the institution with a
lack of experience of and skills in computer usage and
might need support in this respect as early as possible
during their first academic year.
At the beginning of their programmes of study, just
over 15 per cent of respondents consider it important
for university graduates to assume leadership positions
in community life. Clearly the desire to be of service in a
leadership capacity in a community is relatively low ±
and not surprisingly so ± for first-year students.
Whether and how this figure might change towards
the end of the respondents' higher education experience, after exposure to student and other community
issues, might be important data to social scientists.
DISCUSSION
A most promising but under-utilised opportunity in

higher education is for academic and student support
staff to co-operate in student assessment. While
academic staff generally more attuned to assessing
knowledge acquisition and intellectual outcomes of
students, support staff have greater experience and
expectations in helping students cultivate generic
abilities like self management and decision-making
beyond their academic experiences. In the AlphaOmega research programme both these aims of
academic and personal change are addressed. The
first phase of research involves assessing firstly
whether students' perceptions of themselves, their
needs and their learning environments change and
secondly how and why these changes take place.
In a first phase of the research students' perceptual
change is determined. One reason for emphasising
the change in the perceptions of students is that
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indicate that student commitment to the institution is
theorised to be affected by peers' attitudes, pressures
and comparisons. However, Thomas's (2000) exploration of Bean's and Tinto's constructs leads to
two further important findings on students' academic
achievement and connectedness with peers. The first
is that both persistence and academic performance
are influenced by how wide students' peer networks
are. Those students with a greater proportion of ties
outside of their traditional peer group perform better
academically and are more likely to persist in higher
education. A second finding is that similar benefits
accrue to those students who develop ties with
students who themselves have wider ties. These
findings point towards the possibility of further
investigating causal factors for student groups with
low perceptual confidence in relation to peers. One
such possible cause might be an involvement in
limited or narrow networks. Identification and support
of activities and residential arrangements that encourage a moderate and supportive set of relations
might thus be possible, while at the same time caution
might be noted that too much connectedness can
negatively influence academic performance during a
first year of study.
CONCLUSION
This article commenced with the claim that higher
education institutions have the propensity to change
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