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Abstract

Background: The achievement gap between students’ from lower-and-higher socioeconomic
backgrounds is a global challenge that continues to widen. Education inequalities persist more
widely with students from low socioeconomic backgrounds who are more likely to drop out of
compulsory high school. However, individual characteristic such as resilience, growth-mind and
positive self-concept — though largely studied using survey based methods - have been found to
lessen the achievement gap. Yet, the influence of such psychological factors, specifically, self-
perception as an overarching concept, is poorly understood, especially in low-to-middle income

contexts like South Africa.

Aim: This study aimed to understand the lived experiences and processes involved in self-
perception of high-achieving first year university students from a low-socio-economic

background in the low-to-middle income context of South Africa.

Methods: An ecological systems theory and phenomenological approach guided this study.
Semi-structured interviews, incorporating retrospective (high school) and current (university)

questions, were conducted with 12 first-year university students.

Findings: The research demonstrated that the lived experiences of self-perception in high
achieving students’ that come from a low SES background are both individualised and similar.
The findings revealed that validation which was distributed between internal (self-belief) and
external (affirmations from external sources) played a significant role in the students’ academic
success. Furthermore, the data also demonstrated that the perception of intelligence is largely

influenced by what the students’ observe from their different environments.

Conclusion: This study adds to our understanding of the role of self-perception in educational
inequality which can be used in future school-based, family and wider policy interventions. It
further demonstrates the need to understand these complex relationships by drawing on lived

experience of students using qualitative approaches.

Keywords: Self-perception, low-to-middle income country, academic achievement, socio-

economic status, education inequality
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Chapter 1: Context of the study

1.1 Introduction and background

Education arguably lies at the foundation of every country. It consequently has a large impact on
various aspects of the economy (Barro, 2013). According to Agasisti & Longobardi (2017)
despite this need, a host of studies across numerous countries and contexts have found continued
education inequalities in both high- and-low-income countries strongly related to socioeconomic
disparities. However, these education inequalities are far more pronounced in the context of low-
to-middle income countries (LMIC), which further impede economic and social progress (Paulus
etal., 2021; von Stumm, 2017).

Nevertheless, with the continued effects of globalisation and international economic agreement
like the GATS (Global Agreement on Trade in Services), the push for equality and increase in
higher education enrolment has become a key priority for many LMIC’s, such as India, Kenya,
Malaysia, China and South Africa amongst others (Suresh & Kumaravelu, 2017). Suresh and
Kumaravelu further explain that higher education is required as a result of economic expansion.
The job market requires knowledgeable workers, necessitating the need for high-quality
education, additionally, parents in LMIC’s want their children to have better prospects, which

they believe can only be achieved through education.

Psychological factors such as self-concept and self-efficacy are undoubtedly the two most well-
researched self-constructs in academic motivation studies thus far (Bong & Clark, 1999). Self-
concept and self-efficacy have demonstrated various results, such as students’ problematic
psychological behaviours negatively affected their academic achievement (Wang & Neihart,
2015). Furthermore, Bong & Clark further explains that individuals with negative self-
conceptions appear to fail to reach their optimum potential and prove inadequate to their
expected performance in light of their objective capacity. Nonetheless, other studies (Bandura,
1997; Schunk, 2005) have shown that a students beliefs in his/her efficacy to adjust their own

learning activities and understand a difficult subject can affect their academic achievements.

Consequently, studies have converged to find that a students socioeconomic background can
have an impact on their self-perception (Heverle & Carter, 2015) However, there is a lack of

research directly investigating how self-perception as a psychological construct impacts
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academic achievement in the context of socio-economic adversity. This study is embedded
within a larger study investigating if self-perception serves as a mechanism of achievement
inequality using data from the Programme for International Students Assessment (PISA) survey.
Following the methodology from this wider study that quantitatively investigated the relationship
between SES background, children’s self-perception and academic performance (see Hofer et al.,
2023), five self-perception variables were identified from the PISA survey 2018
(https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/). Therefore, the five perception constructs used

for this study are: (1) academic self-perception; (2) self-efficacy; (3) growth mindset; (4) fear of

failure; and (5) sense of belonging.

According to Shavel & Staton (1976) academic self-perception is the acknowledgement and
perception that students have about their ability to achieve. Villegas et al. (2013) further explain
that academic self-perception is fundamental in academics due to the crucial role that it plays on
learning and cognitive functioning, thus, the self-perception that students’ have of themselves is
important for achievement and according to Arnaud and colleagues (2007) self-perception about
competencies has a direct link on decisions made to further studies. Arnaud et al. (2007) further
explains that the decision on what field of study to go into, the university to enroll at and the
chances of being able to obtain the degree are impacted by the perception of academic

competences.

McKeever (2017) stipulates that there are certain characteristics that students’ have that are an
indicator of academic success specifically self-system processes. Self-system processes are
defined as the dynamic network of self-related cognitions, motivations and academic
performance. A host of studies have shown that there is a distinct difference between students’
with high academic self-perception and students’ with low academic perception (Villegas et al,
2013). According to Bong & Skaalvik (2013) students’ with high academic self-concept are able
to accept challenges, try new things, take risks and trust their own abilities, whereas students’
with a low academic self-concept have less confidence in their academic abilities, avoid

situations that cause anxiety and do not value their talents.

Therefore both, internal and external factors can determine how students’ perceive their
academic abilities. For instance, McKeever (2017) reported that students’ from urban areas

perception of the self is better than the perception of students’ from rural areas. According to


https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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Dramanu & Balarabe, (2013) motivation results in the students’ ability to be competent
academically Additionally, McKeever (2017) asserts that confidence is one of the characteristics

that was found to be prevalent in students’ with high academic self-perception.

Therefore, this study aimed to acquire an in-depth understanding of the lived experiences of first-
year university students’ from a low socioeconomic background to explore the influence of self-
perception on academic achievement. University students’ were chosen as they can be
considered as a population of high-achieving students coming from high-school, and first-year
students, as they are recent high school graduates and have a more recent recollection of
experiences before tertiary education. The economic and educational inequality in a LMIC such
as South Africa are very prevalent, thus, making South Africa a unique context to explore

experiences of self-perception and academic achievement.

1.2 Study Rationale and Research Aims

How children and adolescence perceive themselves can either be a disadvantage or alternatively
a motivation in their academic engagement. A host of studies suggest that children from a lower
SES background are more likely to drop-out of compulsory high-school education, resulting in
them not continuing with tertiary education. Furthermore, several studies have investigated the
possible role of psychological concepts of self-concept and self-efficacy in relation to education
inequality (Wang & Neihart, 2015), but mostly using descriptive quantitative methods. Others,
such as Hochanadel & Finamore (2015) and Mampane & Bouwer (2011) have looked at self-
perception in relation to associated concepts such as resilience, growth-mindset and grit.
However, few of these studies have been conducted in LMIC’s, with varying context, like South
Africa. To the best of my knowledge, only one survey-based study (Ochse, 2003) has looked at
self-perception and education utilising purely descriptive survey methodology. Studies that used
in-depth, qualitative approaches to explore and document lived experiences of students’
educational attainment in relation to their self-perception are not yet recorded. Thus, there is a
need to explore this study globally, but also in the LMIC contexts, like South Africa.

10
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As mentioned above, this study forms part of a larger project investigating socioeconomic
disparities in education through the lens of children’s self-perception. Within this larger study, an
exploratory quantitative study (Hofer et al., 2023) has been conducted using a large cross-
cultural and cross-sectional data base coming from the Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA) as part of the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development; Adams et al., 2002). PISA uses large scale survey-based methodology across
more than 70 countries that has engaged more than three million students worldwide to assess
15-year-old reading, mathematics and science knowledge and skills to meet real life challenges.
Although there are countries represented from LMIC’s (e.g. Brazil) in the PISA database, there
are at present no countries from Africa included. Furthermore, the PISA data only includes
quantitative and survey-based data that is informative on many accounts, but also excludes an
understanding of the mechanisms behind student performance and the experiences of the
adolescents in the schooling, family and wider social systems. Therefore, to compliment and to
offer greater clarity on the psychological reasons behind academic performance — such as self-
perception — complimentary qualitative studies are needed to explore the lived experiences of
students’ school experiences. Therefore, the main aim of this study is to explore the lived
experiences and how self-perception of high-achieving students from a low SES background

influence educational attainment in the LMIC context of South Africa.

1.3 Outline for the research report

The context of this study, as well as the study’s rationale and aims, are described here in Chapter
one. A detailed literature review is outlined in Chapter two in addition to this study’s theoretical
framework. The research question, design and methodology are outlined in Chapter three. The
study’s findings are examined in the Fourth chapter. Lastly, the discussion, limitations and future
perspectives of the research are all covered in-depth in Chapter five, together with comments on

the conclusion.

11



12

Chapter 2: Literature review

2.1 An Overview of educational inequality

Research converges to suggest that socioeconomic inequalities intensifies the achievement gap in
education independent of efforts to increase education standards, especially in the contexts of
LMIC’s (von Stumm, 2017). Reardon et al. (2013) for example explains that research continues
to show how a strong relationship between lower socioeconomic position to lower academic
attainment and slower rates of academic advancement when compared to higher socioeconomic
status groups. According to the US Department of Education data (2014), the high school
dropout rate among persons 16-24 years old was highest in low-income families (11.6%)
compared to high-income families (2.8%) and it was also observed that children from low SES
backgrounds have literacy skills that are five years behind those of higher SES background when

they attend compulsory high-school.

In a study conducted by von Stumm (2017) for example, it was shown that there is a direct link
between socioeconomic status and academic performance, which will be evident for learners as
young as seven years old. However, the academic performance of children from higher
socioeconomic backgrounds was already predetermined and was conjectured to increase as the
learners grew older. To prove their hypothesis they conducted a study and initially recruited 15
000 families of twins born in England and Wales between 1994 and 1996. The twins were
between the ages of 7 to 14 and teachers rated their achievement in English and mathematics, the
parents’ education and occupations were also recorded. They used different measures to measure
intelligence for different age groups (ages 7 to 14 years), using a variation of verbal and
visuospatial cognitive measures taken or adapted from the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for
Children-111 UK ( WISC-III-UK ; 1992). Von Stumm (2017) showed that there is a strong
positive correlation between children's academic achievement and cognitive ability, and SES
index. The results of this study suggest that children from lower socioeconomic status

12
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background experience greater difficulty achieving good grades and with performance on

cognitive tests at school compared to those from a higher SES.

Moreover, the South African education system performs poorly along a number of dimensions.
One being that schools that historically served children mainly from low SES backgrounds
perform extremely poor, even in comparison to more economically “disadvantaged” African
countries (van der Berg & Hofmeyr, 2018). According to Van der Berg & Hofmeyr (2018) the
underlying concern is therefore that the learning that takes place in schools is highly unequal
with respect to the SES of children and their racial group. Van der Berg & Hofmeyr further
explains that inequalities in performance become evident as early as grade four, where it is
already relatively clear which children have fallen so far behind that they would probably not be
able to reach or pass matric with good enough grades to pursue studies at a higher learning
institution. However, despite this strong relationship, there is still limited knowledge on other

factors that are related to educational attainment in the context of low SES.

In looking at a case example of Kenya, a report of the Kenya National Bureau of Statistics
(2017) the term “quality of education” refers to the quality of the compulsory education and
higher learning institutions many functions, including research and community involvement. The
report explains, using a public-sector survey which targeted government ministries, departments
and agencies in Kenya to investigate continued education inequalities, that a variety of barriers
can be identified that can be divided into three categories: (1) those related to resource
constraints (financial allocation), (2) to how the system and individual institutions are run, and
(3) those related to dominant teaching and learning approaches. In the 1980s, Kenya only had
one higher education institution, the University of Nairobi, but it has grown fast since then, with
overall enrolment increasing from 218 628 in 2011-2012 to 443 783 in 2014-2015, and to 564
507 in 2016-2017. Although these overarching quantitative increases are encouraging, the

underlying reasons behind this increase in higher education intake are yet to be fully understood.

2.2 The educational inequality in South Africa

In South Africa, educational inequality is an even larger challenge due to its colonial and later
apartheid history (Ndimande, 2016). Here, the hierarchical structure, including access to wealth

was constructed to be on the basis of race over decades, therefore perpetuating the gap between
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different population groups. Apartheid, which literally means “separation” in Afrikaans, was
designed to divide South Africans based on race. Spaull (2013) argues that apartheid’s goal was
short-lived, however its effects may still be seen in the face of South African society today.
Apartheid established an extensive education divide between different population groups, and
one gap that is evident today is access to higher-education. South Africa is a viable country to
explore and investigate the educational attainment theory because much of the disparity observed
there can be traced back to discriminatory policies like The Bantu Education Act of 1952. Its
main objective was to ensure that individuals from different population groups acquire education
that would constrain their academic potential (Wills, 2011). De Clercq (2020), describes this
system of rules, which was finally completely repealed in 1994, as fairly explicit in enforcing
distinct educational possibilities for residents based on their official racial classification, however
the continued effects of these Apartheid strategies still resonate today. Educational disparity is
significant because it regulates the majority of other forms of social inequality, both in the

present and across time (McKeever, 2017).

De Wet et al (2009) explains that since the demise of apartheid, a large budget and considerable
resources have been dedicated to rebalance education inequalities and opportunities in South
Africa. This has resulted in South Africa having one of the most developed educational systems
on the continent (Department of Basic Education, 2018). For example, in 2016 there were 25 574
compulsory schools in South Africa with 12 932 565 students registered to acquire education.
The post-apartheid government managed to successfully transform the South African
communities by increasing the number of schools in low SES communities and making
education easily accessible to many. Furthermore, enrolment at higher learning institutions have
also increased steadily over the past 21 years in South Africa across population groups
(Department of Basic Education, 2018). According to McKeever (2017) these numbers are much
higher than those found in any other country on the African continent. However, De Clercq
(2020), among others, has demonstrated that despite these large changes in the South African

education system, there is still a large gap in the equality of education.

Furthermore, higher educational institutions and students seeking higher education in LMIC’s
confront a number of challenges. These include growth in the number of students’ and

insufficient investment in the education sector. The latter has resulted in an increase in the
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growth of abilities among pupils, necessitating remedial classes, which have proven difficult to
implement effectively in LMIC‘s (Suresh & Kumaravelu, 2017). Furthermore, Mataka et al.
(2020) emphasises that the language used by institutions in LMIC countries when teaching is a
challenge. In a country like South Africa, where 11 official languages are spoken, using English
which is a second language for many pupils, can be problematic because the content is difficult

to comprehend, which arguably further extends education inequalities.

2.3 Self-perception

According to Bem (1972), many studies in psychology are driven by one of two objectives: first,
to comprehend the mental processes involved in how people perceive the social environment,
and second, to investigate how the social world shapes self-processes. People form a perception
of themselves through the process of how they view the environment and how the social world
defines them. Kawamoto et al. (2015) further explains that the social sciences is interested in the
interplay between intrapersonal and interpersonal processes, and they agree that neither can be
comprehended apart.

As explained by Mohebi & Bailey (2020), individuals learn about themselves through their
attitude, emotions, and other internal states. This self-perception hypothesis was developed in
response to a requirement to solve a question around ‘philosophy of the mind’ (Ryle, 2009). The
self-perception theory proposes a partial identity between self and interpersonal perception: to
the extent that internal cues are weak, ambiguous, or interpretable, the individual functions in the
same way as an outside observer, who must rely on the same external cues to infer the

individuals’ innate state (Bem, 1972).

Self-perception theories by Brummelman & Thomaes (2017) further show that self-perception is
initiated when an individual starts having little comprehension of their surroundings. The views,
feelings, and attitudes that a person has about himself or herself are sometimes referred to as
self-concept. Self-perception therefore is an overarching concept that includes this image we
have of ourselves and our characteristics, as well as the judgments we make about them. Bosacki
(2014) further explains that our self-concept, or the image we have in our heads of who we are,
and our self-esteem (i.e. how we rate and evaluate those attributes) are two key perceptual

processes. The terms self-concept and self-image are frequently used interchangeably to describe
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one's overall self-perception in the literature according to Wehrle & Fasbender (2019). However,
for the purpose of this study self-perception will be operationally defined as an overarching

concept to avoid conceptual confusion.

Therefore, according to the self-perception hypothesis, people judge their own activities in the
same way they perceive other people's actions, and everyone's actions are determined by their
own free will (Mohebi & Bailey, 2020). Students’, as the theory argues, are not immune to
environmental influences. In a study conducted by Mohebi & Bailey (2020) it was demonstrated
that when students’ become aware of how their peers view them - their self-perception - affective
reactions, motivation, and behaviour can alter. Furthermore, Ugur (2015) further explains that
self-perception and related motivational aspects are also intrinsically shaped by others and

therefore the social context.

From the developmental psychology literature, the development of the self-concept starts at birth
and continuous through to adulthood (Brummelman & Thomaes, 2017). According to Mascall,
(2000) babies between the ages of 0 and 2 years require a caring and constant relationship in
order to establish a positive sense of self, and in order to do so, a relationship must be built in
which the parent or caregiver learns the baby and the baby learns the parent or caregiver. Mascall
further explains that although forming one's self-concept is a lifelong process, how children feel
about themselves in the early years (positive or negative) can set a pattern for the rest of their
lives. Finally, between the ages of 5 and 6, children transition to "big school,” with some
entering with enthusiasm and others with apprehension. “Big school” comes with new challenges
for the children and those challenges help in developing a strong and positive sense of self
(Mascall, 2000).

Furthermore, Anderson (2017) demonstrates how self-perception in children can influence how
they handle a new situation, whether it is at school, at home, or on a family outing in public. A
study conducted by Anderson (2017) with 50 participants between the ages of 7-16 years,
showed that those who scored higher in negative affectivity (emotion) scored lower on the
domain global self-worth, using the Susan Harter Self-Perception Profiles (SPP) as their measure
focusing on the subscales of behavioural conduct which begins at the age of 8 and global self-

worth, they showed that negative affectivity predicts future adolescent behaviour. In other words,
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these findings imply that negative affect (emotional) temperament has a strong association with

adolescents’ own sense of self in terms of how they see their behaviour.

Furthermore, individuals' academic performance and choices are determined not just by how
important the activity is to them, but also by their expectations for success (Wigfield & Eccles,
2000). According to Wigfield & Eccles, a students self-perception of his or her abilities and how
they assess their competence in a particular topic within a subject has a direct effect on their
mark anticipation and as a result, their anticipation influences their performance. Taken together,
although the concepts related to self-perception have been well-studied using quantitative
methods and have found a range of behavioural outcomes related to educational attainment, few
studies have drawn on qualitative approaches to explore the underlying reasons behind these

associations, especially in LMIC contexts.

2.4 Resilience, growth mindset and grit

Self-perception however does not develop in isolation and is often linked with related self-
processes, specifically, resilience, growth mindset and what has been termed “grit” in the more
recent literature. To start Mampane & Bouwer (2011) define resilience as having a disposition to
identify and utilise personal capabilities, competencies (strength) and assists in a specific context
when faced with perceived adverse situations. This relationship between the individual and
adverse environmental or external can therefore result in behaviour that produces long-term
positive effects, such as continual learning (growing and renewing) and managing the
circumstance with flexibility. In the 1960s, psychologists used the term resilience to characterize
those who successfully adapt to adversity (Luthar et al., 2000; Masten, A., 2012). Wills &
Hofmeyr (2019) explains that this word was then employed in educational research to refer to
students’ who obtain good academic achievements despite facing significant academic risk in

later years.

Kong and colleagues (2020) explain that poverty is well recognized as one of the most common
determinants of early adversity in children. Students’ from low-income families, for example, are
thought to be at a higher risk of failing to succeed academically (Wills & Hofmeyr, 2019).
However, some students’ from low-income families are able to consistently maintain good

academic performance. It is well documented that despite difficulties, a considerable proportion
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of students’ from underprivileged backgrounds are able to overcome the odds and succeed
(Masten, 2014). Therefore, despite the evidence that there is a strong relationship between
educational performance and low SES, recent studies have revealed that students’ from low-
income families can attain remarkable academic results (Agasisti & Longobardi, 2017), however
the underlying reasons behind this are not well documented or understood. Wills & Hofmeyr
(2019) argue that resilience may moderate the effect of adversity, including low SES and
academic achievement. Relatedly, a series of studies from the educational psychology literature
have shown that socio-emotional skills — including self-efficacy and self-confidence - are one of
the strongest predictors of academic resilience (Gizir & Aydin, 2009). For example, a positive
attitude towards school (Das, 2019) and having high educational aspirations, have been strongly
associated with academic resilience (Cappella & Weinstein, 2001; Cappella & Weinstein, 2001;
Gizir & Aydin, 2009).

In a study by Das-Brailsford (2005), 16 students in their first-year of study at higher learning
institutions who were from a lower SES background in South Africa were studied using
anthropological methods of data collection that included ethnographic interviews, case studies
and observations to explore factors that contribute to resilience. In their findings, students’ from
disadvantaged SES backgrounds who were resilient were shown to be high achievers and goal-
oriented, showed initiative, were motivated, and felt a sense of agency over their own lives.
Participants’ own individual traits, the assistance of families and role models, and finally,
supportive schools and communities were recognised as having helped participants’ achieve

academic accomplishment (Das, 2019).

Secondly, growth mindset — understood as the belief that intelligence is not fixed and can be
developed — has equal relevance to the wider theoretical concept of self-perception (Claro et al.,
2016). Claro et al. further explain that recent research has consistently shown growth mindset as
a powerful predictor of academic success, and it has a favourable association with a large
spectrum of SES groups. Results suggest that students” who report a growth mindset (i.e. believe
their intelligence is changeable and not fixed) who come from low SES background may be
safeguarded against potential adverse effects because they have a different perspective of their
situation. Recent studies have shown that they are protected against the negative impacts of
poverty on academic performance for example (Wills & Hofmeyr, 2019). Blackwell et al. (2007)
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state that compared to fixed mindset students’, students’ with a growth mindset, regard difficult
assignments as a method to improve their abilities. Furthermore, according to Romero et al.
(2014), students’ with a growth mindset seek out demanding learning experiences that allow
them to do so. As a result, children with a growth mindset do better in school than students’ with
a fixed mindset especially when faced with challenges, irrespective of SES backgrounds
(Blackwell et al., 2007). Therefore, growth mindset may play an essential role in academic

achievement.

Lastly, a fairly recent concept — grit — understood as a passion and perseverance for long-term
goals - can be incorporated into this wider notion of self-perception (Eskreis-Winkler et al.,
2014). Hochanadel & Finamore (2015) continue to explain that a growth mindset in learning is
based on this concept of grit. Similar to resilience, students’ who endure in the face of hardship
and challenges appear to have what has been termed as ‘grit’ in more contemporary literature

(Hochanadel & Finamore, 2015).

Taken together, evidence suggests that a students SES background has the ability to
predetermine their academic success, however psychological factors such as resilience, growth-
mindset and grit may act as buffers or protective factors that counteract this relationship (Das,
2019; Duckworth et al., 2007; Eskreis-Winkler et al., 2014; Mampane & Bouwer, 2011; Masten,
2012). Consequently, insight into the students’ self-perception — as an overarching concept -
during their high school years can help unpack the underlying processed and experiences
involved and offer a distinctive approach to understand the influence of self-perception in

educational attainment.

2.5 Theoretical Framework: Ecological systems theory

Founded by Urie Bronfenbrenner, ecological systems theory integrates how various types of
environmental systems influence human development (Peppler, 2017). Ecological systems
theory, according to Rus et al. (2020), is concerned with the quality and context of an
individual's existence as seen through developmental phases that take place within the context of
complex interrelated systems. Therefore, within this framework, an individual’s environment and

ecological realities have an impact on their development and behaviour.
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Peppler (2017) further state that micro, meso, exo, and macrosystems are the four environmental
systems that make up ecological systems theory. Microsystems are the basic system of the
ecological model, consisting of a series of intricate connections between a developing individual
and her immediate surroundings or setting (Rus et al., 2020). Rus et al., (2020) continues to
explain that exosystems refer to the broader community in which the child lives, while
Mesosystems refer to how people in different systems around the child interact and are
connected to one another. Finally, macrosystems considers what is going on at a larger social
level and how it affects the child's other systems.

Furthermore, this study will explore how self-perception influences academic attainment in the
context of low SES conditions, using a qualitative research methodology and guided by a
phenomenological approach. Researchers draw on qualitative methods to explore and
comprehend people's realities as they are told. According to Lincoln & Guba (2000), qualitative
research takes an interpretive and naturalistic approach, which means qualitative researchers
investigate phenomena in their natural environments, aiming to make sense of or interpret
phenomena in terms of the meanings individuals assign to them. Taken together, this study
aimed to gain a deeper understanding of the role of self-perception in high achieving students
from low SES backgrounds by using a phenomenological and ecological systems theoretical

framework, qualitative research methods.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Research methodology is a collective term for the structure process of conducting research.
Among other things research methodology seeks to inform: why a research study has been
undertaken, how the research problem has been defined, what data have been collected and what
particular method has been adopted and why a particular technique of analysing data has been
used (Tobin & Begley, 2004). In Chapter 3, the research methodology is discussed. In this
section, fundamentally, the research question of the study, the participants’ of the study, the
instruments and the procedure of the study are discussed, followed by the study design,

sampling, procedure, analysis method, trustworthiness and ethical considerations of the study.

3.1 Research question and study design
The main research question that guided this study was:

What are the lived experiences of self-perception in high achieving students coming from a
low socioeconomic background in the low-to-middle-income context of South Africa?

As a result, this study was a qualitative exploratory study. Semi-structured qualitative interviews
were implemented and this study was guided by a phenomenological approach to explore the
lived experience of high achieving students coming from a low SES background as related to
self-perception. The semi-structured questionnaire consisted of both retrospective questions
(targeting high school experiences) and questions on their current university experience (details
in sections below). For the purpose of this study, self-perception was considered as an
overarching concept to include: academic self-perception (Shen & Pedulla, 2000), self-concept
(Brummelman & Thomaes, 2017), resilience (Luthar et al., 2000; Mampane & Bouwer, 2011,
Wills & Hofmeyr, 2019), growth mindset (Duckworth et al., 2007), fear of failure (Martin &
Marsh, 2003) and sense of belonging (O’Brien & Bowles, 2013). In this study, low SES
background was defined using the criteria for the National Student Financial Aid Scheme
(NSFAS) which includes students who have a combined household income of less than R350
000.

This study falls part of another larger study (as explained in previous Chapters) that is

investigating self-perception and academic achievement using data from the 2018 Programme
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for International Student Assessment (PISA) survey. As described in Chapter 2, the five self-
perceptions variables used for this study were drawn from data available in the PISA dataset.
This study falls part of the qualitative component of the larger international study, which aims to
enrich the survey-based results available in the PISA dataset by looking at the lived-experiences

of students’ self-perceptions as related to academic achievement in high-school and university.

3.2 Participants and sampling technique

The sample is the group of individuals who participate in the research. The convenience
sampling technique was utilised for this study, which included the individuals who were more
accessible to the researcher. For this study, the researcher utilised first-year students’ that are

enrolled at university.

This study aimed to recruit between 12-20 first-year university students’ who are between 18-20
years, coming from a low SES background. A sample size of approximately 12 is seen as enough
to achieve data saturation in qualitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2006), therefore a sample size
of between 12-20 participants was considered as adequate. Specifically, a population of first-year
university students’ were used — in an age group close to graduation from high school — as to
identify the target sample most suited to participate in retrospective questions based on high
school experience. Inclusion criteria included: (1) registered first-year university students; (2)
being between the ages of 18-20 years; (3) applied for or received NSFAS support; and (4) able
to conduct the interviews in English.

Firstly, convenience sampling was used by requesting permission from University Registrar at
the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) to send an invitation to participate in qualitative
interviews to first-year students’ across faculties who are receiving NSFAS support (see
appendix F for draft of the permission letter) and who meet the inclusion criteria. Permission via
email was received by Wits Registrar to send invitation to the select sample and the email
invitation was sent to 8873 students’ at Wits University. Furthermore, snowball sampling was
used to include a larger pool of participants that included other first-year students from other

South African Universities who met the inclusion criteria.
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3.3 Instruments

Demographic questionnaire

A demographic questionnaire (see Appendix A) was administered to participants to acquire
information regarding: age, gender, cultural background, population group, home language, high
school, parents education, current university enrolment and SES status. The demographic data
was used for descriptive purposes, however, some data was used in gaining more detailed

understanding of the students’ interviews.

Semi-structured, retrospective qualitative interviews

A semi-structured interview was used consisting primarily of open-ended retrospective questions
their regarding high-school education, as well as open-ended questions related to the present ie,
their current university experience (see Appendix B). The interview questions used were adapted
from survey questions related to self-perception pulled from the PISA database (OECD, 2019;
also see http://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/CY7, 2018 for survey questions) relating to

five identified aspects of self-perception, namely: academic self-perception, self-efficacy, growth

mindset, fear of failure and sense of belonging, as described in Chapter 2.

3.4 Procedure

After the email request from the University Registrar were sent requesting students’ to take part
in this study, students’ who volunteered and agreed to participate were emailed a Participant
Information Sheet informing the participants’ about the research study (see Appendix D). After
the participants’ had thoroughly read the consent form and signed it, a semi-structured interview
was organised at a suitable time and date. The interview was conducted in English by the
researcher. Informed written consent was first obtained (see Appendix C). Questions in the
demographic questionnaire were asked first to the participants, followed by the semi-structured
interview. Interviewees were given the option of in-person or virtual interviews, however all
participants requested interviews to be conducted online. Therefore, the interviews were
conducted using an online platform, specifically Zoom, at a suitable time that was convenient for

the participants.

The interviews lasted for approximately one hour. Two pilot interviews were conducted to assess
the duration of the interview and test the questions thoroughly. Lastly, the verbal cues of the

interviews were audio recorded using a digital device and later transcribed.
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3.5 Data analysis

The data analysis process consisted of three steps. Firstly, the audio recordings were transcribed
manually. Secondly, the transcriptions of the interviews were analysed utilising thematic analysis
using principles outlined by Braun & Clarke (2006), which are divided into six phases. First, the
researcher read the participants transcribed interviews several times until the researcher was
familiar with them. Following that, the researcher re-read the data gathered again, identified and
highlighted meaningful phases, statements or words that seemed to be important. Thereafter, the
researcher took each significant statement and gave it a code. The researcher then organised
different statements into clusters of themes. After this phase, similar themes or meanings that
were identified by the researcher were grouped together. In the final phase, the researcher found
the links between the themes described and then summarised them. Regularities and sets of
similar ideas were grouped into themes and compared. The full interviews were therefore
analysed independently by the researcher to derive the underlying themes related to different

aspects of self-perception retrospectively and at present.

Therefore, using the above-described thematic analysis process, two steps of data analysis were
conducted to align with the study aim: (1) a general thematic analysis was conducted on the full
interviews; and (2) an additional thematic analysis was conducted on each of the five self-
perception variables to identify specific themes related to each self-perception variable as per the
interview schedule (see Appendix B). Retrospective questions and questions related to their
current university experience were used in both steps of the analysis process. These findings
were used to explore reasons behind the patterns that have been found in past research.
Consequently, the data obtained provided an in-depth understanding of self-perception and lived
experience of high achiever students who come from a low SES background.

3.6 Trustworthiness

This study ensured its trustworthiness by using the criteria introduced by Lincoln and Guba
(2000) to parallel the conventional quantitative assessment criteria which are credibility,
transferability, dependability and confirmability. Credibility was ensured by adopting the correct
method of research and triangulation and the study accurately assessed and documented the
interviews of the participants. To ensure dependability, the process with which the researcher

implemented was clearly detailed, the sampling technique, data collection and research design
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was documented. Additionally, the researcher kept a reflexive journal to keep a record of one’s
feelings about the interviews and reflections. Confirmability is concerned with establishing that
the researchers’ interpretation and findings are clearly derived from the data (Tobin & Begley,
2004). Through the use of thematic analysis, this study ensured that the findings are a

representation of the participants and not those of the researcher.

3.7 Ethical considerations

Ethics are conduct standards that enable researchers to differentiate between what is right or
wrong and permissible conduct (David & Resnik, 2008). Therefore, ethical principle and
standards were sustained throughout the research study. Ethical clearance for this project was
requested and approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the University of the
Witwatersrand (see Appendix E and G; ethics number MASPR/22/11). The researcher has also
undergone ethics training in February 2022 during the postgraduate Master’s training program
held at the Department of Psychology at Wits (please see appendix F). The following ethical

considerations were examined in the study:

Informed consent

Informed consent is the basis for a research project (Denzin & Lincoln, 2002). Informed written
consent from participants’ was obtained (see Appendix C and D for participant information sheet
and consent form) and dealt with, with most extreme care and consideration for each participant.
Participants’ were informed about what will be asked of them, how the data will be used, and the
potential risks or harms (Koonin, 2014). Participants’ were informed that they could withdraw at

any given moment.

Confidentiality

Participants’ confidentiality takes place when the researcher is aware of the participants’ identity
but the data has been de-identified and the identity is kept private (Fleming, 2018). In this study,
confidentiality was sustained by keeping any identifying information anonymous when reporting
and publicising. Participants were made aware about how their identities and personal
information will be kept safe. Demographic and interview information was stored in password
protected documents and files and only shared with the project’s supervisors and research

collaborations in an anonymised form.
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3.8 Reflexivity

I was first drawn to this research question because | am a 26 year old Masters student who was
born and raised in Soshanguve (a township located in Pretoria) in Gauteng, South Africa. | was
raised in a household of five (both parents and 2 siblings), but my father was the only bread-
winner and that resulted in both my siblings and | having to attend public schools from Grade 1-
12. Attending public schools and living in a township exposed me the unpleasant side of life —
dropping out of school being one of them. | have witnessed many young people drop-out of
school during their high school years. | have also witnessed some young people persevere and

making it out of the township.

From my personal experience, sometimes being exposed to the township life and its’ lifestyle
makes it difficult for the younger generation to see beyond their environment, they literally have
to be resilient and make themselves believe that there is more that life has to offer and that belief,
influences their determination at school so that they might be afforded the opportunity to enroll
at higher learning institutions.

This research aims to explore how self-perception influences academic achievement of students
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, which | have lived and experienced and because of that
I might relate to some of the participants and it might impact decisions | make in my research. A
reflexive journal was also kept during the research process that helped me to actively reflect on

myself after every interview.
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Chapter 4: Findings

This chapter presents the demographic characteristics of the participants, the general thematic
results and the thematic analysis as related to each of the five self-perception constructs.

4.1 Participant demographic

For this study, 12 participants’ were recruited and interviewed using semi-structured
retrospective interviews digitally conducted using an online platform — Zoom (see Chapter 3 for
details on procedure). The participants’ consisted of first-year university students’ who are
funded or eligible to apply for NSFAS, as per the studies inclusion criteria. As described in Table
1, participants’ identified as three different ‘race’ groups as specified in the demographic
questionnaire, specifically, 10 Black students’, 1 White student and 1 Asian student. The
participants’ age ranged from 18-20 which was one of the requirements to be eligible to
participate in the study. Of the 12 participants’ nine identified as females and four as male. The
students’ were from different faculties which included Humanities (n = 9), Engineering (n = 1)
and Commerce, Law and Management (n = 2). Within these three Faculties the participants’
were enrolled in different courses, specifically: BA General, Bachelor of Arts, BA Law, Social
Work, Speech Language Pathology and Audiology from the Faculty of Humanities; Mechatronic
Engineering from the Faculty of Engineering ; and Legum Baccalaureus from the Faculty of
Commerce, Law and Management. The participants’ were registered at two different
universities, specifically, the University of the Witwatersrand (n= 11) and University of Cape
Town (n=1).
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Table 1: Participant Demographics

Pseudonyms Age Sex Faculty Degree registered in
Jessica 19 Female Humanities BA Law
Natalie 18 Female Humanities Bachelor of Arts
Zinhle 18 Female Humanities BA General
Mulalo 18 Male Engineering Mechatronic
Engineering
Bontle 19 Female Humanities Bachelor of Arts
Mbali 19 Female Humanities BA General
Koketso 19 Male Humanities Bachelor of Arts
Katie 18 Female CLM LLB
Tsholo 19 Female Humanities Social Work
Warona 19 Male Humanities Audiology
Botlhale 18 Female CLM LLB
Lesego 20 Female Humanities Speech Language

Pathology

4.2 General themes identified

After implementing the reflective thematic method of qualitative analysis described in Chapter 2
(Braun & Clarke, 2006), two primary themes were identified as shown in Table 2. Specifically,
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the overarching themes identified were: (1) validation; and (2) socialisation. Each theme and
sub-theme is reported below using direct quotations from participants’ interviews that best
demonstrated their lived-experiences on how they perceived themselves in relation to their
academic attainment retrospectively at high-school and at present at university.

Table 2: Summary of general themes and sub-themes

Themes Sub-themes

Validation e External validation

e Internal validation

Socialisation e Introversion

e Extroversion

4.2.1 Validation

This theme focuses on how the participants’ communicated their opinions and feelings on the
contribution that the validation they received affected their self-perception in reflecting on both
their retrospective experiences of high-school and their current experience academically in first-
year University. Across the participants’, a primary theme of validation, which consisted of
positive affirmations on the self and capacities were found. However, this is distributed

according to external and internal validation.
External validation

This sub-theme refers to support or positive feedback the participants’ received from their family
and friends. Some of the participants explained that they did not really believe in themselves in
high school. They continued to express that they could not have been able to finish high school if
it was not for the external validation that they received, showing how external validation

influenced their internal feeling and self-efficacy.
Tsholo: “There are times when I didn’t believe in myself but my friends help me believe...

cause by myself I would have never gotten out of high school cause I didn’t have that much faith.
[..]"
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Participants’ also described that it was the external validation, from friends, family and
sometimes teachers that kept them going and that helped them stay focused. Again, showing how

this external validation from family and friends primarily helped influenced their self-perception.

Lesego: “/...] the only belief that I would say got me through hard times, you know, the belief
from home? They are like “I believe in you, you got this” what not but individually I really do
not think [ had any [...] "

Tsholo: “/...] but with the help of my friends, they helped me believe and you know, they helped
me stay in focus, like have the momentum and the energy to like keep on pushing even if like |

didn’t want to like push forward, they helped me to keep on pushing so that I believe I can.”

Additionally, another participant explained how external affirmations from her mother would

sometimes be accompanied by physical exercises that would help with feeling motivated.

Katie: “/...] but I again if [ needed that motivation uhm.. my mom was there to encourage me or

yah, we just sit down and breathe — meditate a bit and tell myself everything will be okay.”

Similarly, another participant described that seeing other people from a similar background
succeed validated her dreams and gave her that internal drive:

Natalie: “/...] I am not the only one who comes from a poor background, there are people who
also coming from a poor background who have made it in life so seeing other people coming
from poor backgrounds, achieving those things so yah they give me a sense of belief ukuthi [that]
if they were able to do it then why can’t I? So yah, I used to believe gore (that) if someone was

able to do it then I can also do it.”’

In comparison to other participants’, Mbali explained that other external factors, rather than
validation, such as setting a good example for those younger than her and the fear of being a

disappoint, is what kept her motivated to be a higher achiever.

Mbali: “My self-belief was grounded in the fact that a lot of people believe in me like | had a
close relationships with a lot my teachers and they believed in me a lot like a lot a lot and | also
have nieces and nephews who look up to me, so I thought I should be a good example and |

should not disappoint people who believe that I can. No, no really. It wasn’t like toxic pressure
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as in you had to this as in you have no other way, yes | had to do it there was no other way but |

’

didn’t think of it like that, I thought it as they are my supporters, they are my cheerleaders.’

Mbali: “/...] but academically wise, I am the closest, I am at the tip of the tongue when they
think of comparing me. If my little sister does bad, my mom will be very quick to say “you won’t

do as good as your sister or you won'’t do as good as your brother.”
Internal validation

This sub-theme refers to gaining a sense of self-worth based on internal factors that influenced
academic achievement retrospectively in high-school and at present. One female participant

explained that her level of confidence played a significant role in her perception of self:

Botlhale: “Confidence! I wouldn’t be that much hyper as everyday but I believed in myself so
much that the way I walk, the way I talk, yah that’s me so | had confidence in myself that | can
do this... okay fine, I am capable, I have this thing that “I can and I will” so once I say that I can

and I will, I will do just whatever.”

Furthermore, two participants’ expressed that they were self-motivated and this was a result of
seeing themselves enrolled at a higher learning institution. They further explained that having

this vision for the future helped them to keep focus and be self-motivated.

Jessica: “/[...] it was more of me pushing to like reach the end, it wasn’t a thing of me telling

myself that you got this, it was a thing of you are almost done, just finish.”

Bontle: “I think my motivation to not repeat high school or not to rewrite, just to get into

university of my choice I think yah, I think the motivation got me where I wanted to be.”

Moreover, two participants spoke on the importance of internal validation. The first participant
explained that although they acknowledge the role that external validation plays, for them it was
not enough to keep them going and for their positive self-perception. For them, self-motivation
was imperative. Furthermore, the second participant similarly explained that they constantly

reminded themselves that they are the best.
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Zinhle: “[...] it pushed me cause if I knew I was... cause if I told myself I can do it, I think that
was the best motivation for myself cause someone else telling you you can do something is not

the same as you telling yourself.”

Koketso: “Okay maybe because I always told myself that I am the best. | always like motivated
myself whenever | was going through hard times. | think that is the thing that helped me get

through hard times yah in high school.”

On the other hand, one male participant explained that his internal validation was increased by
making necessary preparations especially for upcoming examinations at university. The
participant’s level of preparedness increased their self-belief, which resulted in him feeling

motivated.

Mulalo: “Yah.. in high school like I used to believe in myself cause, especially, okay let’s say
uhm.. the hard times that | faced in high school was when we were writing the tests cause when
we were writing tests | used to be not that prepared enough so yah, struggling through the test
but then | knew come exams because | used to prefer the same thing when the deadline is near
but when the exam comes | used to make sure that I finish everything, |1 know everything —
whatever that is challenging me | make sure that | go through it all over again until |

understand, so [ knew that in exams I do better than what I did in the test.”

Interestingly, validation was a primary theme across the participants’, however, it was distributed
according to both external and internal validation. There seems to be a balanced need for both
internal and external validation for the both male and female students’. In the retrospective
accounts, looking at both the female and male responses, balanced sentiments about validation
were expressed and it seems like constant affirmations from other people and the self were
significant in the success of the students.

4.2.2 Socialisation

Socialisation was another general theme identified across the interviews. Participants’ placed a
lot of importance to relationships among their peers during retrospective questions relating to
high-school and to their current university experience. The majority of the participants’

described the difficulties they faced in interactions with peers and how this influenced their
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internal beliefs. There was also a common narrative of the relationship between these peer
interactions and with being self-critical. Although, socialisation was a common theme,
experiences were however distributed according to more characteristics related to introversion

and extroversion.
Introversion

One participant explained that their mental health struggles made it difficult for them to relate to
their peers. As a result, this influenced how unsure they were about making friendships and
being perceived as likeable. These mental health struggles therefore forced introverted practices.
For example, mood fluctuations that forced participants to distance themselves from friends and

influenced their self-worth:

Katie: “/...] it makes it harder because most people don’t really want to deal with their friends
mental illness and mental illness honestly often makes people act out you know, sometimes they

are very sad and distant other times very loud and outgoing.”

Participants’ described that this constant reminder that they are not likeable to their classmates
and resulted in being self-critical and in-turn effected their academic performance. These
introverted feelings and social isolation described by the participants’ sometimes resulted in
feelings of non-belonging. Interestingly, these feeling of non-belonging sometimes became what

sometimes drove them to their success, as described by one participant below:

Mbali: “I did not care about belonging in high school, I did not. I had a group of friends, I had
break with but if they arranged their little thing and did not include me, I really didn’t care
much. I knew that I am not a social butterfly so when they created plans and did not include me |
was like ah! Okay! It’s fine! I think it is a social problem because I have a resting b*
[inappropriate] face so people automatically think I am not approachable, people already have
ideas before they actually meet me and the people that are close to me say that ‘you are an
awesome person to be with, when I am with you | hardly get bored, we never keep quiez’. So
think that what makes me not care, the people that are close to me know what kind of person |

am, those that are far, whatever they say I just brush it off.”

Taken-together, these feelings of social exclusion and non-belonging were influential in acting as

an internal driver, with self-perceptions not being dependent on external validation of peer

33



34

influence. In comparison however, other participants’ explained that feelings of self-doubt and
being self-critical were very pervasive in social settings. This in turn sometimes had a negative

influence on their self-perception and their abilities.

Lesego: “Sometimes I do not know what to say in social settings — like situations or sometimes |
will over analyse everything to a point where we could be going out, we could be having fun but
| am no longer having fun | am over analysing everything | am doing — how | am talking, how |

am walking, you understand? And that puts me in an awkward position, it really... it starts
feeling a bit off. ”

Tsholo: “/...] cause I didn’t have the strength or the will power to approach anybody and be
like ‘oh hi, how are you?’ And try to know them cause like I am too much in my space and it felt
like ‘oh what if they do not like me?’ so like I questioned every action so yah basically the way |

1

made friends is by them approaching me and trying to know me.’
Extroversion

This sub-theme refers to how the participants’ outgoing characteristics influenced their self-
perception. Specifically, this theme illustrates how participants’ positive self-perception created a
level of self-esteem within them that attracts their peers to their space. As explained by the two

male participants’ below:

Mulalo: “I feel like everybody liked me because like I was that one guy who was very funny you
know, | was person who — you see those uhm.. who sits at the backseat and makes jokes about

everything? Yah I was once that guy [...] "

Warona: “/...] But most of the people used to like me in high school because even if
approached someone ‘hey, how are you?’ they would just say ‘I would never thought you would
talk to me, I have always wanted to have the opportunity or anything’ yabona? So we were

known with my friend [...] "

Additionally, one participant explained that because of her social skills she was known to some
of her classmates or peers as a person that can be depended upon with anything that was in

related to their schoolwork.
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Natalie: “Yoh! Yoh! Like I said students used to like me because yah — they would like me
because of how selfless | am, | would be like.. I'm that type of person they would rely on, if they
want something they knew ukuthi [that] there’s me, I was always available to like give a helping
hand. So yah, that’s what made them like me. Mostly my classmates but also people outside the

class, yah they were not a lot but then they were there.”

Although some participants’ extroversion came naturally to them, one participant expressed that

they had to put in some work to get over their difficulty in interacting with other people.

Zinhle: “It was very challenging at first but after that everything went smooth, cause | am a bit
shy at the beginning and | am very reserved. Uhm.. | stepped out of my shell and started greeting

people in the morning and answering more in class.”

The responses suggest that the participants’ ability to socialisation had an impact their academic
participation and self-perception. The more extroverted students’ display positive self-perception
and do not hesitate to assist other students with their schoolwork, whereas the introverted
students appear to depict indications of having negative self-perception and withdraw themselves

from participation.

4.3 ldentified themes specific to self-perception constructs

In comparison to the overarching thematic analysis of the overall interviews, additional themes
were identified for each of the five self-perception variables, as summarised in Table 3. These
themes were identified and described for the retrospective experiences at high-school and their
current experiences at university separately below. Retrospective questions were only asked for
the self-perception variables, fear of failure and sense of belonging, and are therefore only

reported below.
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Table 3. Themes identified specific to self-perception construct

36

Self-perception construct

Identified themes

Retrospective Current
Academic self-perception Individual drive e Self-doubt
Self-doubt e Adjustment
e Confidence in their
ability
Self-efficacy Opening-up e Avoidance
Work-ethic e Sense of pride

Growth mindset

External environment

Intelligence is innate

e External environment

e Willingness to learn

Fear of failure

Assigning blame
Accountability

Sense of belonging at school

Familiarity

Lack of belonging

4.3.1 Academic self-perception

Retrospective

Individual drive
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In looking back at their academic life and achievement in high school, participants’ attributed
their accomplishments to hard work and dedication. One participant mentioned that they did not
want to find themselves in a position where they do not get accepted into a university of their
choice:

Mbali: “Oh they were good, they were great. Like especially last year [in high school], I studied
night and day | only slept like 2 hours. | would come back from school at 16:00, sleep from
16:00 and then from 18:00 until 2am I would be studying.”[...] And the high school, it’s just
been established it’s younger than 10 years or round about 10 years so I didn’t really think
highly of it and didn’t really think if I was enrolled there | would be able to go to such
universities — I wouldn’t be able to be accepted in UCT or Wits or the university I'd like.”

Another participant explained how the situation at home influenced their internal motivation.

Lesego: “From the get go you know to be honest with you from the get go, cause like | said my
mom lost her job in grade 7 and that’s when reality hit you know cause [ mean it was late grade
7 towards the start of high school basically and that’s when reality hit for me and that’s when I
was like ‘I actually have to work’ you know because.. like that’s when I realised that I do not
have a backup plan like I can’t fumble my academics so since I learnt that from a very young age
from the get go, I've always been like working to make sure that if like an opportunity knocks,
like an opportunity that is academic related | have the marks, | have the credentials you know to
back me up for that opportunity because I genuinely do not have a backup plan so I learnt that
from a young age that | have to take my academics very very seriously and that is why (laughs)
I've actually been you know working and pushing to make sure that I get good marks no matter

what.”

Self-doubt

Nevertheless, another explained that they depended on a lot of external help to influence the
internal motivation they needed to achieve academically at high school. Self-doubt was a

common theme that resonated among most of the participants.
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Tsholo: “In terms of high school I'm not gonna lie, it was a challenge, like it was a challenge.
So in terms of like focusing cause not everything was easy and the pandemic made it even harder
to try to like focus in terms of academic wise but | got help from most of my teachers, extra
classes you know during break time | would spend it with a teacher — a particular teacher for a
particular lesson and a particular topic that I didn’t understand, yes so that I can pass and like

maintain, as I said I'm an average student so yah I tried my best.”

Moreover, many of the participants’ explained how individual drive forced them to take different

initiatives to improve their marks beyond the support given to them at school.

Bontle: “Yah but I also started watching YouTube cause my teacher wasn’t really a teacher so [
went out to YouTube and found a person that explained the work better and then... basically |
understood cause before I didn’t understand what I was doing, there I really understood that’s

why it started to improve.”

Mulalo: “I feel like high school was very easy because even though uhm.. sometimes I wouldn'’t
understand the teacher | would go through the content myself and understand everything in such
a way that | end up understanding uhm.. I end up understanding everything and do well. Uhm..
okay, back in high school | used to like going to the extra classes but then due to the financial
burden I couldn’t afford one so uhm.. I was forced to just to tell myself I can do this and that is
way | had the courage to go through myself even though I did not understand the teaching that
the teacher was teaching so | went through the content and | ended up understanding everything

in such a way I felt like uhm.. high school was way below me.”

In summary, retrospective accounts of high school experiences showed that academic self-

perceptions were influenced by both individual drive and feelings of self-doubt.
Current

Self-doubt

This sub-theme explores the participants’ attitudes towards their academic performance in
university. Several participants’ expressed that they felt as though their academic performance

has significantly declined compared to their high school performances. Feelings of self-doubt
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were again expressed among many of the participants’, but these feelings were heightened when
asked about their current university academic abilities referring to themselves and their

performance as “average”.

Jessica: “I think I am a very average student and that is mainly because my brother is like very,
he like overshadowed me cause he was the first to go to university, he’s also doing Honours like
he was the first to go to university in the family so | do not feel like above average because my
brother is the one that kind of has all the shine and I think I'm just an average student like I'm

not smart but I'm also not smart, does that make sense?”

Mulalo: "uhm.. right now uhm.. 1 feel like one of those students who are lacking because feel like
being in varsity you know.. a new environment but |1 am getting there kancani kancani [slowly

but surely].”

Mbali: “uhm.. currently? I think I am average, I don’t know | shift from average to good cause
from high school | was a top student, | was in top 10 so then | can say that my academics
capabilities were as high as can be but then now I am here and I think I have it but I don’t know
uhm.. | am average because | am strong in some places and not in other places so I can’t say I

am good cause that does not correspond with all my courses.”

Contrary to high school, responses suggest that the participants’ belief in their academic self-
perception had deteriorated because of the new environment and comparison which led them to

have self-doubt.
Adjustment

Additionally, the participants’ reflected on their lived experiences of the transition from high
school to university. When participants’ expressed how they are adjusting to university life it
was evident that most of them were confident about how they are adjusting to the new
environment whereas very few mentioned that they were having adjustment difficulties. One
participant stated for example that they were finding the transition to be going well because of
their willingness to ask for help:
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Tsholo: “ [...]I am passing but I am still struggling with a particular course, so I try my best to
get extra help outside — my mentors, my mentors mentors so that is how | perceive my academics

1

like trying to get further help beyond the help that I already have.’

Furthermore, a participant stated that despite the challenges and pressure of wanting to make

everyone at home proud, she is adjusting well.”

Lesego: “/...] The pressure that pressure that | put on myself one, the pressure that is at home
like even though it’s not really direct you know but also knowing ukuthi (that) hey it’s actually
all on you so | feel like a lot of people would actually crash from that pressure but like 7 can'’t
afford to crash (laughs) so | would say given all of that actually I really feel like I am holding my

own, like I really yoh!”

However, some participants’ were not as confident about their adjustment abilities and this was a
result of the difficulties they were experiencing in relation to their coursework. Two participants’
considered themselves as people who are good with numbers more than theory. Therefore,

struggling to adjust to courses that require more reading and writing.

Botlhale: “/...] and in high school I did science, I didn’t do much of like theory but like I'd work
with calculations and all that so | was used to numbers, now | had to switch to reading like I am
reading fulltime, 1 am reading theory fulltime (laughs) and it was not nice, trust me on other
days 1 just felt like ‘no, this is not for me. No, I just can’t’ cause like I was not used to the
reading thing and like as time went by I was like ‘okay, you saying that like you are used to
numbers but then why don’t you give yourself a chance to adjust like adapt’ so I gave myself that
chance to adapt and try to get used to reading but I didn’t.. like for my first semester, I didn’t do

exceptionally well I just.. I just.. I just saved the semester you understand? [...] "

Warona: “Okay I have been having difficulties with two of my modules as | am not used to
having to go through theory part. Back in high school and last year | did course mostly
((inaudible)) practical part, I did quite good in maths so last year | decided to do a course in Bsc
Mathematics but then this year | changed it to audiology so most of my modules | have to write
amaessays [essays] and use note taking kakhulu [a lot] and | am not used to note taking and

reading amanotes [notes] so.. which is why I am having difficulties with 2 of my modules cause |
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am still trying to adjust to this way of doing things and getting familiar with essay writing
skills.”

When combining self-doubt and adjustment, for some of the students’, the move from high
school to university tampered with their self-perception. Students’ went from describing
themselves as high achievers in high school to average students’. The move of having to change
from numeric subjects to theory modules results in some of the participants’ questioning their
abilities in university. Therefore, it appeared as if self-perception changed because of having to

move to a new environment and having different dynamics.
Confidence in abilities

This sub-theme examines how first year students’ currently perceive their abilities with regards
to adjusting and reading. When asked how they would describe their reading abilities, the
participants’ explained that their confidence in their abilities were considered in relation to how
they understand the content and their love for reading. Several participants’ emphasised that their
love for reading both academic prescribed books and personal material helped. They also stated
that their confidence for reading was because of the fact that they started reading from an early

age.

Tsholo: “I think out of 10 I can it is a 7 and a half and days were I feel like my brain isn’t like
fully functioning, it could be like a 4 — a solid 4, reason being I can read like I am fluent in

English thanks to my upbringing [...]”

Zinhle: “Yoh! I used to love reading, I was able to finish a book in a day and then uhm.. I don’t
read as much anymore, I actually struggle with that now because the course I'm doing needs a

lot of reading so yah.”

Lesego: “Uhm.. I don’t want to brag but I think I think I have phenomenal reading ability
(laughs) cause I read quite a bit, as a better of fact there is a book right next to me right now. |

read a lot so.. from a very young age I read.”

However, contrary to the participants’ that have confidence in their reading abilities, several

participants’ mentioned that they do not consider reading as enjoyable or find any interest in
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reading because of their limited attention span which affects their confidence level in their

abilities.

Jessica: “Reading? Uhm.. I'm not a very good reader cause | have a very small attention span

so I don’t read like at all unless it’s for school”

Warona: “Whenever I try to read something, okay I do get an understanding at first but then 1
do not understand the whole thing so | will say my concentration span at reading things is not
well improved yah because angithi [right] like we do get amaextra [extra] readings, for
amalecture s[(lectures] and mina [I] cannot go through like the whole passage of like the extra
reading cause like | cannot concentrate on mostly amawords [words] so there has to be
something like maybe a video that will help me to understand that thing so my reading skills — |

wouldn’t say they are well developed.”

Tsholo: “ /...] but like we just find challenges in terms of reading cause like I also have a short
focus span so I can’t like read for a very long time, my brain just gets tired and like the rest

becomes gibberish.”

Botlhale: “/...] then I would take a book and try to read and I end up sleeping on the book
(laughs) so it really discouraged me like in high school, it really discouraged me to do something
that has a lot of reading because I was like what’s the point to read if I know that along the way
while I am reading | will sleep on the book so I just.. I felt like it was not for me yah.. | was not

’

capable of reading something long when... especially when I am alone.’

4.3.2 Self-efficacy

This construct focused on perceived levels of resilience. Participants’ explained how they
encountered difficult situations in high school and how they currently handle difficult situations

in university.
Retrospective

Opening-up
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This sub-theme describes how the participants’ dealt with difficult situations previously in high
school and the methods they implemented to attempt to better manage the difficult situations.
The participants’ expressed that they relied on the support structure that they had around them
and how they felt about their situations after opening-up to them. Several participants’ expressed

that talking to their family members and friends for support was significantly helpful.

Tsholo: “Basically I manage in terms of friendships cause I can say I had a good circle of
friends that encouraged me physically, mentally and spiritually wise, so they were my anchor for
me to manage through al/ the difficulty of high school. It was through friends that’s how I
managed, basically they were my anchor, they would encourage me when | was down or just to
like motivate me if not motivate me, they would help me in cases where like | had challenges in

terms of maybe academics or life in general.”

Botlhale: “ /...] until I was fine and talk about it like I really do believe that when I am going
through a lot, I don’t have to be alone so I feel like I find comfort when I am around people. 1
would make sure that... okay when I am at school, I make sure I enjoy those like... I had my
cousin and one of my friends we were very funny people, we... when I am around them we’d
make sure that we laugh. You see here’s the thing, see my difficult situation? We would turn it
into a joke (laughs) yah. I would take the situation and turn it into a joke so when I think about it
I get to laugh, I don’t see only like the hurtful part of it but I also like find the humorous part it

so I do not feel much pain, you understand? |[...]”

Mbali: “/...] like personally I had a teacher that I would always talk to and she would help me
resolve whatever is wrong. She really did intervene a lot in my studies. If she saw a decline in my

marks yah I would have to answer what’s going on.”

On the other hand, two participants’ stated that there are certain situations that require a trained

professional and opening-up to a therapist was helpful for them.

Lesego: ”/...] when it has to do with like mental problems it really is just best to go to CCDU
honestly (laughs) it’s really best to go to CCDU. I had a chat with them uhm.. but ['ve been
using another service, its.. what is this? The helpline? The South African one? SADAG.”
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Jessica: “Social life? (laughs) actually I went through a very difficult time in | think it was 2019
uhm.. where | started seeing like a therapist and got put on medication and that type of stuff so it

was also a thing of I just had to ask for help.”

On the other hand, when participants’ were asked about how they currently deal with the
difficulties they encounter academically, several explained that they have come to the realisation
that they cannot obtain their qualifications by themselves, they open-up and reach out for help to

those that they know can help them.

Mulalo: “I no longer use the same study style | used to back in high school because like when it
came to varsity | tried that but | feel like it was irrelevant to varsity so | had to change my
reading skills you know and then now | have to.. remember | told you even though I didn’t
understand the teacher | used to understand everything? But then now if | do not understand the
lecturer there is nothing else that | can do so | make sure | understand the lecturer and | would
ask here | do not understand because like uhm.. alone | cannot understand everything, | can

understand some but not everything.”

Koketso: "For example if [ am having trouble with my course eish what I would do is.. my older
brother is doing Honours in law so he is the person who was helping me with my academics
whenever | am experiencing difficulties so if it happens that I am not managing well

)

academically, I will go to him and ask help from him.’

Warona: ”[...] And academically I can’t manage all by myself, if there are things I wouldn’t
understand | would try to ask amaclassmates wami [my classmates] and then they explain
wherever they can but then if | see we also failing | will just try using Google and YouTube, that

is how I manage to cope with my modules.”

Jessica: “I think it was the same in high school but it wasn’t as much of a prominent issue
because there wasn’t as much reading in high school compared to in university cause I’'ve
noticed I fall behind a lot uhm.. in university because I'm in humanities and it’s a lot of reading
but in high school there was never that much reading so it wasn’t such a big issue but now it is.

Uhm.. I normally like ask other people for help or I try to find summaries.”
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It is interesting that retrospectively, the students’ relied on a community for support when facing
difficult situations. Additionally, from the students’ accounts it seems like they currently also

employ a collectivistic approach in attempt to alleviate the difficulties they encounter. It appears
that positive self-perception needed an influence from others and having positive self-perception

was and still is beneficial for their success.
Work-ethic

This sub-theme highlights the participants’ ability to handle several tasks at once in high school.
Participants’ expressed that they preferred being under pressure as opposed to doing one thing at
a time and this is because they felt like the only time that they were able to get the work done
was when they were driven by the inability to avoid doing the work. Within this group, some

participants’ continued to explain that calmness did not yield productivity.

Natalie: ”I think I used to like that, if [ wanna work I like.. if I am determined to work — 1 do. If |
want to work, I do work so like I wouldn’t mind multitasking but then if there was just one things
to do ahh! I wouldn’t have like that energy so having to like do a lot of stuff at the same time
would give me energy to like want to accomplish that so it was good for me, it was yah.. it wasn’t

hard and I used to like it.”

Zinhle: “YOH!! Uhm.. I do not know because my time management was off to be honest, but |
am a person who knows how to okay not know how to but | work under pressure, | leave things
to.. even now | leave things to last minute because the pressure like gets it done. | get things done

under pressure.”

Mulalo: “In high school I used to manage but then I was once that guy who preferred to do
things uhm.. when the deadline of these things was near so that would force me to do many
things uhm.. at the same time and | used to manage cause like if I've got a lot on my plate that
will make me to think about how I’ve got to manage the things so how [’ve got to manage to
finish the whole tasks yah so.. yah | used to manage.. | used to manage to do many things at one

’

time.’
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Koketso: “The thing about myself is that | believe that I can perform very well when | am under
pressure, when I'm pressurized that is when I can do things well so multitasking — | can say that
it is my thing cause when | am under pressure that is when | can do like things very well cause |
get pressure do things, cause when | am at my comfort zone | do not really do anything I just

relax so yah I think I did very well when it came to multitasking.”

Working under-pressure appeared to play a role in some of the students’ success and being high
achievers. Coming from a low SES background and having experience being resilient through
difficult conditions may have helped them overcome the pressure. However, several participants’
stated that their work-ethic was better when they planned and organised their work, by doing
this, the participants’ expressed that it helped them perfect and gain something from doing one

task at a time.

Katie: “I would say I did pretty well as well because for me like personally I am the type who
likes to write everything down, everything that | need written down so usually | would start on
many different tasks at once and try and get them done throughout the week or tackle different

things, maybe if it was school related and personal, I think | had a good balance with that.”

Botlhale: “/...] I would do one thing at a time, I couldn’t do like this, this, this.. that, that, that
at the same time I couldn’t, because if I do this, I do this, I do this, I do this, I know they say it’s
a good warawara (whatever) skill to have but I feel like if I do this, this, this | lose focus on that,
| do not understand that — okay I would be finish on time but then I didn’t gain in everything,
there is other parts where I lost, where I didn’t manage so when I do one thing I know okay | am
done with this — I am good, | do this, | am done with this — I am good so that’s how I multitask.
So | would do everything that is required of me but then at different times, | divide my time

accordingly so I can finish everything productively [...] ”

Another participant stated that prior to implementing the schedule technique, they struggled to
get their work done as the thought of their work that needs to be done put them in a state of

panic.

Bontle: “I think at the end I handled it well but in the beginning there was panicking and what

what, cause I don’t really use schedules. Like I panic and then I think ‘how am I gonna all of this
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done’ right? And then yah the schedule is up in my head but at the end I think I handle

multitasking well.”

Two other participants made a comparison between high school and university’s workload in

relation to their ability to deal with several tasks simultaneously.

Warona: “It was much easier, multitasking was like much easier in high school cause you have
all the time you need in yourself. Right now, it is not the same cause like you are learning by
yourself now so you have to take care of yourself while giving most of your time to your

99

modules.

Tsholo: “I found multitasking in high school easy because everything was just like set out for us,
so | could a lot of things like academics in terms of like the different subjects and also sports at

1

the same time, so it was easier then.’
Current
Avoidance

This sub-theme examined how the participants’ managed when they encountered difficult
situations currently in university. To answer this question, participants’ made a distinct
difference between how they manage struggles in their private and academic lives. This topic is
centered on how the participants’ deliberately avoided the difficulty that they encounter.
Participants’ emphasised that they avoid the difficulties in their lives because they do not want to

be affected by their problems.

Mulalo: “/...] I don’t find a solution I just leave it alone and move on with my life you know like
that’s it. Like.. I feel like yah like people do worry about me not communicating my problems but

then like yah there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to share my problems.”

Botlhale: “I will start with life in general, I think that I manage because | am ignorant —
something can happen now and.. | just love to let things slide so they do not affect me cause |

know if I dwell much I know it might cause like much damage than it would if I just let it slide

[.]”
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Mbali: “ [...]like socially if I have a difficult situation, it’s either I avoid it in hopes that it will
go away — I don’t know how but I avoid it hoping that maybe the following day if I had an
altercation with a person, maybe the following the day the person would have forgotten about it

and we can move on [...]”

Another participant explained that how they use the technique of avoidance is slightly different
compared to others. They expressed that avoiding the emotions that are associated with the

problem helps them to be in a better place to solve the problem.

Zinhle: “I'm a person who blocks out emotions like I block it out to try focus on the problem I
have at hand in that moment, so I block out my feelings or like.. yah! I block that out and then |
focus on the situation that | should and then after that if I have time | go back and reflect and

yah”

Zinhle: “[...] I don’t avoid the situation, to deal with the situation I put my feelings aside, you

know emotions may overwhelm you, so I put my emotions aside and deal with the situation.”

However, the participants’ stated that whenever they face struggles in their academic life, they

actively try to find a solution to the problem.

Mbali: “Academically in difficult situations I guess I would say I try my best and when my best
is not good enough ah no that is when | have a really really mental breakdown cause | know |

tried but it seems my trying was not enough but we try again and move forward [...] "

Botlhale: “/...] And academically uhm.. I cry (laughs) I cry (laughs) uhm.. when I talk about
crying it’s when [ feel like ‘you know God this is not it’ like I motivate myself that ‘okay you are
crying Botlhale I can see you but then will you finish crying and get up and fix whatever mess
you've put yourself in’ like when I am like 3 topic behind or 2 topics behind, | would be like
‘okay you are really not fine, I am not okay like how will I cover this?’ then I tell myself to

‘okay.. don’t worry about how you do it but just do it so you can get it done’ [...]

On the other hand, two participants’ explained that instead of avoiding the situation at hand, they
found other coping mechanisms. For example, a participant mainly gave emphasis to music,

expressing that music and YouTube was significant in alleviating their stress levels
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Tsholo: “/...] Music and YouTube (laughs) that’s how I manage the difficulties cause it gets
stressful and every now and then I have to like distress so I'm always listening to music —

calming music. So that I don’t have to like overload my brain with work and everything.”

Tsholo: “technically I am distracting myself with the music (laughs) but I wouldn’t necessarily

call it a distraction but a way of coping — a coping mechanism.”

Another participant stated that crying was their coping mechanism and was a first step towards

confronting and finding a solution to the problem.

Lesego: ” /[...Jto be honest with you I cry hey, I don’t know why but I cry and I find that the
moment I cry about it uhm.. I actually have more of a clear head and that’s when I will be like
‘okay look, so this is what you gonna do. You gonna do this, you gonna this, you gonna do this’
and then uhm.. I would like to think of myself as a confrontational person like | would actually
go to you and be like ‘listen uhm.. maybe going through this and you really not helping me, you
making it worse by doing this this this, so I'm gonna need you to fall back a little’ you know? But
most of the time [ cry, I talk about it and I am okay after that [...]”

It is interesting that most of the students employ different techniques when they face difficulties
in their social and academic life. Literature reports that students with high academic self-
perception are able to accept challenges and according to these students’ accounts they face

academic challenges and try to find ways to overcome it.
Sense of pride

Another point that the participants’ talked about frequently was how proud they are of
themselves and the things that they managed to accomplish. This sub-theme demonstrates the
reason behind the participants’ sense of pride. Participants’ explained that they were proud of
their accomplishments because of the situations they were going through at those particular
moments. For example, one participant expressed that the sickness of her grandfather and then

later his passing was the exact reason why they are proud of their academic accomplishments:

Zinhle: “I'm very proud, I'm very proud cause with things I might have been dealing with at
that time | was able to achieve a lot for me like yah, like my.. my.. my grandpa passed away just

before my maths final exam uhm.. yah he was sick nje throughout the year.”

49



50

Additionally, another participant expressed that their focus and refusing to fall into peer pressure

when they were in a vulnerable state was one of the reasons they are proud.

Botlhale: “(deep sigh) I am proud. I really am, how I got to be here today like how I handled
myself, how.. yah | really think how | handled situations helped me to be how | am today cause
maybe if for my difficult situations, I didn’t go to drugs, I didn’t like go for boys like when | felt
like my life was falling apart I didn’t like seek for things which I saw as if I would find pleasure
in them but then I really worked on.. on.. on myself like to stand firm [...]

Furthermore, one participant is very proud of their accomplishment because of their background.
The participant expressed that they did not let their background to put them down, they instead

remember that an individual’s background does not determine their future.

Natalie: “Yessss!! Yes! Yah like it’s a big deal from where | come from there are a lot of people
who are not here like I am so for me coming from that background, from that community you
know it’s a very big deal yah it just shows you that coming from a bad background, a poor
background doesn’t mean you can’t reach higher places, you can if you are willing, if you are

determined so I feel very good.”

According to the responses, the participants’ prior achievements seems to have worked as a point
of reference and a reminder for them, which had a positive impact on their self-perception. Their

achievements appear work as a reminder that, having already overcame, they can do it again.

4.3.3 Growth mindset
This construct focuses on the students’ opinions and thoughts regarding intelligence being

something that an individual can change about themselves.

Retrospective
External environment
Retrospectively, participants’ belief about the concept of intelligence being something that can

change also included external factors. A participant stated that they believe that their previous
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environment was limiting their reasoning capabilities which resulted in a stagnant intelligence

level.

Koketso: “Cause in that time I hadn’t like met new people and move out of the environment that
| was in so | told myself that | will never change the person that | was, | will stay the same and
some habits that | did | never told myself I will let go of those habits you know, so yah, | think

that was the reason.”

Another participant stated that looking back, the reassurance from her community about

intelligence is what made her to believe that intelligence can change.

Natalie: “Yes! Yah, there were people who would like.. akere [isn't it that] there are those times
you yah you won'’t perform good or just mess up things so there would be people who would
remind me that I am capable, I'm smart so that would just make me believe that okay they are
saying I'm smart, I'm capable then yah I can improve my intelligence so yah the people around
me would help me like to get that sense of belief like sometimes you just need people to assure us

that this is possible.”

Furthermore, two participants’ expressed that they did not believe that intelligence can change
because of the misconceptions they had at that point in their lives. For example, one participant

was convinced that intelligence came with age.

Lesego: “In high school I really think [ was convinced (laughs) that your intelligence increases
by age, I really think I was convinced in that because there was always a thing were they will tell
you about your I1Q and whatnot you know and you are like ‘okay but IQ guys?’ so I really was

convinced and I used to still believe in that myth that you only use 10% of your brain capacity.”

Warona: “So back in high school I would usually say ‘okay fine, | am like this and so there is
nothing I can do to change my intellectuals’ cause we had this perception that studying hard can

make a person go crazy so we used to say there is nothing you can change in your intelligence

[.]”

Intelligence is innate
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Other participants’ mentioned that the reason why they thought intelligence cannot change was
because of they thought we were born with it, that some people were meant to be intelligent

whilst others were not.

Jessica: “In high school I didn’t think it was something that | could change, | thought it was just
we are who we are uhm.. you know the marks you get are kind of always the marks you are going
to get because I know sometimes like maths, some people are just not good at maths, I'm one of

those people so it was a thing of ‘oh well that’s kind of just how itis’ [...] "

Botlhale: “No, I think that is impossible because uhm.. yoh! How can I put this? You see how
people think? People think differently right? So if I am not gifted in books you cannot like force
me — I will try but then it won’t make much effect because that’s not what I am capable of doing
so in high school I really think it was.. it’s not, it’s not possible to change someone’s intelligence

because how we think is different”

Botlhale: “Yoh (laughs) I think it has to be a gift from God yah, I think like cause I am Christian
so I believe that the way is person is its’s how God created that person to be so you cannot
change how | am by enforcing something that | am not gifted on so | see it as impossible to
change ones intelligence because | believe I intelligence comes from God, how I think is how

God created me to be.”

On the other hand, a handful of participants’ explained that intelligence was something that they
had never considered.

Bontle: “Yah I've never thought.. intelligence? Yah (laughs) I do not think I've ever talked about

the word intelligence in high school so yah.”

Katie: “Mmmh.. to be honest I don't think really paid much attention to the concept of

intelligence when | was in high school [...] ”

Current

External environment
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Several participants’ expressed that they felt like the type of environment they found themselves
in had a direct influence on ability to change intelligence. For example, two participants’ stated

that how education is prioritized in a person’s immediate environment plays a significant role.

Koketso: “It depends on like.. a persons’ intelligence can change but it depends on the
environment they are in, and the people they are surrounded by cause those factors can like play

’

a huge role in like changing a persons’ intelligence.’

Koketso: “Okay, let me make an example about myself, before like I stayed at my hood in
Mamelodi like it’s a small town, its full of crime — I was surrounded by people who didn’t take
school and life seriously like the environment that | was in, | would say it was toxic in a kind of
but me moving to here and making new friends who like.. They have different mindsets from
people that I knew back in the hood, and the environment | am in, | can say it played a role in my

1

intelligence.’

Mbali: “/...] It also has to do with your family things and all that, if like it’s something that is
prioritized in your family, if school is not something that is looked down on, if it is seen has
something that is necessary and that will help you in anyway as a person that can add to

intelligence and also school because yah we have to go to school.”

Katie: “So I think to me intelligence is uhm.. Like how think and how we go about doing certain
things based on our mind and way of thinking so I feel like uhm.. When you are surrounded by
different people, groups of people, there is a chance of being influenced by their uhm..Viewpoints

and outlooks on life so that could help influence the way we think as well [...]”

Additionally, one participant believed that opportunities available could change intelligence.

Bontle: “/...] yah I think it can be changed overtime obviously because you will illiterate
people that grew up in poverty and know you their 1Q was what what if they can obviously be

funded and get into good schools I think they can higher their intelligence.”

Willingness to learn
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Furthermore, several participants’ believed that the only way an individual can change their

intelligence is through their willingness to learn, hard work and dedication.

Katie: “Uhm.. you can work around it. Maybe.. cause I feel like intelligence is something were

are given and that we have in us but we can always strive to improve it [...] "

Zinhle: “It is, 1 feel like it is because uhm.. intelligence also comes with doing your work so if ..
for me specifically, if I like focus more on my books like a lot not a lot a lot but yah you know, |

did my work proper and everything, it does come in handy.”

Warona: “I think you can change it, because the more you learn or study something the more
you are better at it so if like you are not exercising your mind it won’t get used to being used and
ilevel (the level) of intelligence yakho (your) I would decrease and mina (1).. okay, if I am
getting.. I am usually using my mind to explore things, my level of intelligence around the world
changes cause | know I have done this and this and this and in that way my level of intelligence
changes so it is possible for a person to change their intelligence like just by reading a lot of
books and exploring through the internet, cause there are a lot of thing you can learn through

the internet and books.”

Natalie: “Yah, it is possible if [ am willing akere it’s all about learning, giving yourself time to
learn so yah it’s possible if I'm not lazy to learn new stuff then I believe.. lot of things, yah you
see things from different perspectives so it does help to become more intelligent, that’s what 1

believe so | believe it is possible like to increase our intelligence by willingness [...]

Lesego: “/...] I really do think it is possible for one to pull themselves away from being a below
average student and be an above average student because ultimately I do not think there is

anything that is that hard if you, you know put in the work [...] ”

However, one participant stated that even though a person is willing to work hard, their mental

health issues can hinder that willingness.

Jessica: “/...] I do think it’s possible you have to train to work harder and like improve your

mind and your intellect but something like that is very difficult for me cause | suffer from
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depression so it makes hard to say like okay today work because some days makes it that | can

barely get out of bed so I do think it’s possible but it is something that I haven’t been able to do.”

On the other hand, one male participant is of the notion that it is impossible to change an
individuals’ intelligence. He expressed that it is only when an individual used to be smart and

had their academic performance decline that have the ability to change their intelligence.

Mulalo: “Oh! I feel like it is highly impossible cause like.. but then it is possible for those who
maybe who used to get high marks to get low marks — that one is possible. But then for the
people who get average I will say like maybe 2/10 can change to higher marks, that’s what I can

2

say.

Interestingly, these responses indicate that the majority of the participants’ ideas have not
changed and that they still believe that environment has a key effect when examining both
retrospective and current opinions regarding whether intelligence is something that a person can
improve or change. These responses might indicate that the participants come from a community

where doing well in school was encouraged, which would explain their academic achievements.

4.3.4 Fear of failure
This construct focuses on what the students’ attributed the failures they experienced in high
school to. Across the participants’, two sub-themes of assigning blame and accountability

emerged.
Retrospective
Assign blame

This topic focuses on how the participants’ would assign blame when they had encountered

failure. Several participants’ stated that they blamed themselves for the failure.

Jessica: “I just blamed myself. I would like uhm.. | would blame myself for not being smart

enough or not working hard enough but all the blame went to me.”
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Mbali: “Uhm.. if  was failing academically right? It had to be that I was not studying enough or
| do not pay attention in class or | was sleeping or eating or talking to a friend, it was along

those lines [...] ”

Tsholo: “Thing is sometimes it could me my fault meaning that maybe I didn’t stay hard enough
or like I knew I had like a test the next day and I was like ‘ah I'm lazy, I will pre-study in the
morning’ so basically — automatically it’s my fault cause I didn’t.. when I had the opportunity to
study I didn’t use that time to study and you know properly gain the knowledge and I left
everything to last minute so it automatically becomes my fault cause I didn’t use that time

efficiently for the test.”

Another participant conveyed that at some point she would blame herself for things that were not

in her control when there was failure involved.

Lesego: “/...] and I knew that one was on me because | went into that test unprepared, | was
feeling sick before that test and I went there unprepared and I was like ‘you know what I'm just
gonna write and hope for the best’ and I got like a 50something percent and that one I took the

blame for cause | was like ‘okay that one is on you’ [...] "
On the other hand, one participant mentioned that she would attempt to shift the blame.

Tsholo: “Firstly when I was failing I would call my parents and tell them I am failing so that 1
have a sense of closer that they know and they know that maybe like it’s not my fault even though
I knew sometimes it is my fault that | am failing but that is what I would do. I would firstly like

tell my parents ‘oh I am failing at this and by the way it is not my fault’ even though I knew it is
my fault [...] "

Moreover, one other participant shared that she would blame her teacher.

Lesego: “/...] but there were certain tasks where you also like ‘I want to take the blame, but is it
really my fault though for this one?’ type of thing. Uhm.. because there are some of the things
where you are like ‘certainly this can’t be my fault’ like uhm.. okay I don’t wanna incriminate
anyone but there was like a certain teacher of ours who was very yah.. it was just bad and with
that | actually saw my studies going down and what’s funny is that this person was my teacher

for 3 years and in that 3 years the only time | started doing well was in lockdown when | was
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teaching myself the concepts, where | was not face-to-face with this person all the time and that

was when I like clearly there has to be something there.”
Accountability

This sub-theme examines the participants’ feelings when they found themselves in a position
where they had failed. Several participants’ state that they acknowledged the role they played
that ultimately put them in a position to fail. They expressed that failure afforded them the

opportunity to reflect on their decisions and try to rectify their mistakes.

Katie: “Uhm.. probably uhm.. just, I would blame myself. I feel like for any failure |
encompassed | would retrace my steps and see what | did that | ended up in this situation and 1
feel like maybe the first time [ wouldn’t uhm.. learn from it or just you know think of it as just one
set back but if 1 did see it continuously happening | would and find the root cause of it and uhm..
yah, but | feel like any failure that | would come upon I would think of my future you know in it

being distorted now or ruined, yah.”

Katie: “Uhm.. because I feel like I am responsible for my own actions so if.. whether it was
academic failure or just anything in life | know I am the only I can blame because uhm.. there
was no one who forced to do anything or forced me to not do something you know, everything

was up to me and | feel like if | did encompass failure it would only be upon myself.”

Natalie: “Yah like I would go like I failed because I didn’t give myself time to study — | was lazy,
I would be like ah okay I understood these things in class so I don’t see the point of studying
again because of laziness so yah | was careless and | usually think of the results that would come
out my studying because I just thought ah girl you've got this but then sometimes saying you've
got this is not that very trust worthy. You just have you like you know.. even if you 've got this,

you just have to push again, just make sure that you really got it.”

Warona: “So mina like if I did fail something I wouldn’t feel guilty about it I will just say ‘it is
because I didn’t study, next time I will try to study’ the I'm way past that cause I knew I can’t fail
something twice, it just can’t happen cause if I know.. cause in maths iprobability (probability)
wasn’t my strong chapter in mathematics and I know that so whenever I was about to write an
exam, | would ask someone | know from my classmate ukuthi (that) he/she is good in probability

— I'll ask for their help in like preparing for the examination, in that way whenever I go to the
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exam | have iclearer (a clear) understanding than what than what | had before when | failed

something.”

In summary, it seems that most participants’ accepted accountability and blame for the failure
encountered, which had a detrimental impact on their perception of themselves. They began to

doubt their abilities and efforts and to be self-critical.

4.3.5 Sense of belonging
This construct focuses on the students’ feelings about whether or not they felt like they belonged

in their respective high schools.

Retrospective

This theme explored the participants’ overall high school career lived experiences.
Familiarity

This sub-theme focuses on how the participants’ found navigating their high school lives.
Several participants’ stated that being familiar with most of their friends from primary school

made it easier for them.

Koketso: “It was not huge deal, in fact in high school I don’t think.. cause when I first entered
high school the friends | had were like the friend I knew from primary school so | started making

new friends in high school when | was like in grade 10, which was not difficult you know. ”

Katie: “The school itself was very accommodative and open and welcome to everyone and I feel
like personally because | started there from the very first grade uhm.. I did see it like my second

home so | did feel welcome and you know that | belong. ”

Bontle: “In high school uhm.. it wasn'’t that hard at high school because I already knew.. I
already had in ex best friend there, | had my cousin there, | had a neighbor that | knew there so

it wasn'’t that had.”

Botlhale: “/...] my cousin and I have been together since childhood, we grew up in the same
house, we went to the same primary, we were in the same class in primary, we went together to

the same high school so like I can say we will be together for the rest of our lives so making
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friends for me.. every time I try to make friends she’ll remind me that ‘do not be too close with

them and forget that I am here’ (laughs) you see that thing?/[...]”

Mbali: “There was no difficulty at all cause the friends that I came with from my previous
primary school so | would hang out with them at break time or hang out with other people in

uhm.. when we were in the class [...] "

One participant expressed that having her school close to her home made it easier for her because

it did not feel like a completely different environment.

Zinhle: “No I didn’t at any point, cause I knew most of the people who went to the school

because it was close to home so it wasn’t a different environment to put it like that.”

Two more participants conveyed that valuing their long-term friendships was pivotal for them in

high school.

Warona: “/...] I don’t like having too many friends so whenever you are my friend, we are

friends forever and most of the people I am friends with, they are the people I grew up with.”

Lesego: “/...] I've had the same best friend since like late grade 8, well same 2 best friends and
one of them was early grade 8 actually and then of it was late grade 9 cause she only joined our
school like we started knowing each other around then so | really would say | was lonely, ro.”

Lack of belonging

This sub-theme explores the negative feelings that participants’ had towards their high school
years. Some participants’ expressed that there were times when feeling like they do not belong
bothered them however there were also times when they did not care about belonging.
Nevertheless, when they did feel bothered, participants’ stated that the fact that they did not

belong made them feel sad.

Mbali: “Yah! I did, I really did a lot and that did like hurt me a lot of times like I would prefer to
be.. if I wasn’t with a small group of friends or if I couldn’t find them during break time, I would
always be in the teachers class spending break time with her. So being an outcast it was.. | was

known for it and sometimes | cared and sometimes I didn'’t.”
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Mbali: “Like I would feel sad cause eh.. in high school there was always this group that would
be a group of boys and a group of girls and some from my class and some from other classes and
then I would find that I can’t like uhm.. sit into any group uhm.. I'd feel sad, I would immediately
feel sad and wanna cry and like go home but I couldn’t so I would just sit alone until break

ended and then I would go back to class.”

Tsholo: “It made me feel sad like most of the time like depressed I'm not going to lie so yah it
Jjust didn’t make me feel really good I just felt bad and sad of like ‘ohhh this is the life you are
living’ basically I pitied myself on a weekly basis.”

Jessica: “Yah! I did feel quite lonely because uhm.. I also think within my friendship group it
was a lot for them to get along with each other then it was to get along with me because we were
quite different so | just did feel lonely because | felt everyone else was closer with each other

1

than they were to me.’
Furthermore, four female participants’ stated that they had difficulty relating with their peers.

Tsholo: “Before meeting Lindi I would feel lonely cause I felt like nobody fully got me or
understood the type of person | am or catch my vibe or my flow so | did feel lonely cause | was
also suffering to a different type of depression but yah and I just felt lonely because I wasn'’t

understood or like people didn’t get me or like my vibe.”

Katie: “Sometimes I did feel like an outsider uhm.. usually when I was with a group of people
and maybe the most.. well the most common experience was when uhm..everybody will be talking
about a certain subject that maybe I didn’t take or they were speaking in another language, |

would just find myself kind of like as an outsider, not really knowing what to do [...] "

Jessica: “It was really closely linked to the points of me feeling like I don’t belong uhm.. so that
made me feel very out of place cause I couldn’t really resonate with the people in my school

cause they were not from the kind of background as me.”

On the other hand, another participant expressed they felt like they belonged at high school and
the reason for that was largely because they were part of something.
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Koketso: “Okay, yes — yes, | feel like | belonged in high school cause it was fun at school, it was
like a culture, a tradition to me by going to high school cause I enjoyed being at school so yah I
enjoyed being around my classmates, like 1 just loved being at school so | could say that yah 1
belonged at high school. Eish.. what | loved most about that school like it was like things like
heritage day when we go to perform our traditional dance that when | saw like yah | do belong
here cause it will be massive, we will perform and the crowed would be making noise you

’

know.’

Furthermore, the participants’ expressed how they feel about their socioeconomic status. Several
of them expressed that at some point they started to compare the SES backgrounds with their
peers and that resulted in them acknowledging that they were different and as a result, they felt

like they did not belong.

Natalie: “My friends do not come from a poor background like I do yah like I do, theirs are
better so yah they were able to afford things that I could not afford so that would make me feel
left out and when | felt left out | would like move away from those people and | know it was bad

but then I just didn’t like the feeling of being left out”

Natalie: “/...] point I felt like I don’t belong in that particular group of friends because yah of
the things I didn’t have and they had so it was very awkward for me [...] ”

Mulalo: “/...] when I wanted to engage myself in the extra lessons because the rest my friends
they used to attend the extra lessons but then because me | could not afford one I never attended

one so like that is when [ started to see the difference between me and my friends/[...]”

Jessica: “/[...] the high school I went to was kind of like a rich area, uhm.. so majority of my
friends were like from wealthy families but I wasn'’t.. well I'm not.. uhm.. like for high school 1
was on, I'm not sure what it’s called but it was a financial aid type of thing uhm.. and it was like
| could never let my friends find out about this because | would just be like too embarrassed
cause they were all from like very wealthy families and | was like not, we came from very
different backgrounds. I did feel left out very often.”

The response suggests that the participants’ perception of the self was positively impacted by

their familiarity with the people and environment, which helped them feel more confident about
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navigating through high school. However, because of the SES differences between the

participants’ and their peers, they became more isolated and their confidence declined.

Conclusion

The research demonstrated that the lived experiences of self-perception in high achieving
students’ that come from a low SES background are both individualised and similar. The
findings revealed that validation which was distributed between internal (self-belief) and external
(affirmations from external sources) played a significant role in the students’ academic success.
Furthermore, the data also demonstrated that the perception of intelligence is largely influenced

by what the students’ observe from their different environments.
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Chapter 5: Discussion and conclusion

Discussion

This study aimed to understand the lived experiences and processes involved in self-perception
of high-achieving university students’ from a low SES background. To accomplish the aim of the
study, twelve first-year students’ were recruited to participate and semi-structured interviews that
were distributed between retrospective (high school) and current (university) accounts were
conducted. The questionnaire focused on self-perception in relation to academic achievement. To
analyse the data, a two-step process was implemented. First, a general thematic analysis was
conducted to look at the general themes that emerged overall. Two primary themes emerged in
terms of self-perception — validation and socialisation, with sub-themes of internal and external
validation, as well as introversion and extroversion. Second, an additional thematic analysis was
conducted on each of the five self-perception constructs. Self-doubt, confidence in abilities,
assign blame and external environment are some of the themes that emerged amongst others. The

findings are discussed in relation to the literature below:

Validation

The findings of this study appear to reveal the importance of validation for the students’. An
equivalent need for both external and internal validation was described in the findings. While the
participants’ had showed characteristics of internal validation, it seems that during the process of
self-motivation and self-belief, participants’ needed reassurance from external sources.
Nonetheless, participants’ expressed both the negative and positive characteristics of self-
perception they had retrospectively. These perceptions ranged from self-doubt to confidence.
Despite the challenges the participants faced as a consequence of their SES background, all of
them expressed that feeling validated helped them succeed academically and gain acceptance in

some of the best universities in South Africa.

Literature has revealed that a child’s sociocultural factors and lived experiences play a
fundamental role in their contingencies of self-worth and self-validation (Crocker et al. 2006).

According to (Mulins, 2018) internal validation refers to the process by which a person develops
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a sense of worth based on their own perception, on the other hand, when a person receives their
sense of self-worth from other sources, they are said to be receiving external validation. In this
study, the semi-structured interviews revealed that receiving external validation and the
possession of sense of worth has substantial influence on the academic self-perception of the
participants’ and their achievement. Hurtado & colleagues (2011) explain that validation is
regarded as an important concept for disadvantaged students’ academic achievement. Munoz &
Linares (2011) further explain contrary to popular believe, validation is not about cosseting
students’, however, validation aims to strengthen the students’ by encouraging them to develop a

sense of self-worth, trust in their abilities to study and boost their will to succeed.
Socialisation

Socialisation is one of the key determinants of an individual’s self-perception (Queiroz et al.
2020). Research has shown that how parents socialise their children in early childhood and
adolescence can have a lasting impact on their development and perception of the self (Dorsey,
1989). According to Baumeister et al. (2003) the esteem that students’ have of themselves is
important for learnings, motivation and school performance. Epstein (1982) Explains that high

self-esteem creates confidence in an individual’s abilities.

Through socialisation individuals develop beliefs about themselves, about their abilities and their
value in the world (Queiroz et al. 2020; Dorsey, 1989), which can lead to high or lower levels of
self-esteem and confidence (Tuovineni, 2019). In this study, the responses illustrate that there
was a clear difference between how more extroverted and introverted participants’ navigated
through high school. The participants’ accounts are consistent with Tuovineni (2019), introverted
participants’ were self-critical, had self-doubt which influenced their confidence level and self-
perception. On the other hand, extroverted participants’ expressed that they were liked by a lot of
their peers and they had a positive self-concept, as well as being able to assist to their peers with

school work.
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Self-doubt

Hermann et al. (2002) defined self-doubt as how a certain person feels about important abilities,
having an in-depth understanding of how the students’ feel about their abilities to perform
important tasks and succeed could be significant in understanding how their self-perception
impacts their academic performance. In this study, the responses illustrate that although the
participants’ experienced self-doubt in high school, self-doubt seemed to heighten in university.
As a result, it impacted how they described and perceived themselves academically. According
to Oleson et al. (2000), self-doubt and self-esteem are moderately and negatively correlated. In a
study conducted by Hermann et al. (2002) that aimed to investigate the impact of self-esteem in
enhancing self-doubt, it was shown that self-doubt is associated with self-esteem, with a person’s

overall self-esteem decreasing with an increase in self-doubt.

In this present study however, the retrospective accounts of the participants’ in relation to self-
doubt suggest that the participants’ self-doubt did not negatively impact their self-perception,
participants’ described that in high school, self-doubt helped them take initiative to improve their
abilities by taking extra lessons, spending time with teachers and using external sources of
academic support, such as YouTube to acquire more knowledge. However, that was not the case
for current accounts in the interviews. Participants’ responses suggest that their self-doubt
impacted how they perceived their academic abilities referring to themselves and their
performances as average. The results for current accounts are consistent with finding by
Hermann (2022), specifically, that the feelings of self-doubt causes threats to emerge on self-
esteem, and possibly more boarding, self-perception.

Confidence in abilities

Previous literature suggest that there is a correlation between SES background and reading
abilities (Bunkingham et al, 2013). In addition, a study conducted by Kieffer (2012) revealed that
in the early years of school, children from a low SES background faced difficulty reading
compared to children from middle and high SES backgrounds, however, a gradual change was
evident as the children progressed in grades. In this study, when asked about their self-perceived

reading abilities, several participants’ mentioned that they do not consider reading as enjoyable
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or find any interest because of their limited attention span and as a result, their confidence in
their abilities is affected. The participants’ accounts are consistent with the findings of research
conducted by Wigfield & Eccles (2000) that postulate that reading motivations cannot solely be
understood in relation to cognitive competencies, but the development of reading should be taken
into consideration. Wigfield & Guthrie (1997) further explains that self-perception of reading

ability and enjoyment encourages students to involve themselves in reading activities.

Furthermore, a handful of participants’ in this current study who were confident about their self-
perceived reading abilities attributed the confidence and the love of reading to comprehension
amongst other things. According to Corso et al. (2015) reading comprehension is not reliant
solely on internal factors such as cognitive ability, as well as external factors such as learning
environment and frequent reading plays a critical role. Oleveira et al. (2008) asserts that reading
comprehension has a direct impact on academic performance because it helps to improve and
manage school content gathered from a range of knowledge disciplines. Furthermore, Bzuneck &
Oleveira (2012) pointed out that students” who have positive self-perception convey confidence
in their academic competencies such as their ability to comprehend the content.

Assign blame

Martin & Marsh (2003) explain that for some students’, fear of failure can be a motivating factor
to strength their individual drive and help them with academic resilience and exceptional
academic performance. However, when their hard work is not reflected by their grade
evaluations, this can cause setbacks and validate the self-doubt that they might have (Martin,
2001), as a result, students’ create attributions to explain their academic performances (Forsyth,

1986).

Attribution theory explains how individuals perceive the cause of their own behaviour (Rotter,
1966). Forsyth (1986) explains that there is a distinct difference in attribution after success and
failure, after failing students’ are more likely to highlight the external causes, on the contrary,
when students’ succeed, they are more likely to put significance on internal factors. For instance,

a study conducted by Kovenklioglu & Greenhaus (1978) revealed that high performing students’
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attributed their achievement to ability and effort compared to low performing students’ who

attributed the failure to bad luck and the difficulty of the test.

Borges & Santos (2016) explain that the students’ that have poor academic performances can
express feelings of guilt, shame and worthlessness. In this study, after failing, participants’
explained that they assign blame to themselves with feelings ranging from feeling like they are
not smart enough, not studying enough, not paying adequate attention in class and being lazy.
Augoustinos (2005) asserts that to avoid negative emotions that are associated with failure,
people will most likely attribute the failure to external locus of control. However, this finding is
inconsistent with the participants’ accounts in this study which depicted that they attribute failure
to themselves. Nevertheless, Damiani & Shelton (2002) postulate that efforts must be put in
changing students’ attribution style because they assert that it can help reduce self-blame
amongst students, thus, lowing poor performance. In this study, participants’ mentioned that they
would attribute failure to their teachers, this finding is consistent with Lemeneh (2020) findings
who depicted that students’ will attribute failure to external factors such as the teachers inability
to teach and learning facilities. According to Forsyth (1986) students’ attribute failure to external

factors with the aim of protecting their academic self-perception.

Furthermore, several participants’ attributed failure to self-blame and further took accountability
and as a result, the participants’ mentioned that they would put more effort in their studies as an
attempt to avoid future failure. This is consistent to the findings by Lemeneh (2020) who

explained that students’ who internalise failure are likely to work harder.

External environment

Previous research postulates that exploring the influence that the environment has on intelligence
plays a role in understanding the impact of people’s backgrounds in intelligence quotient (IQ)
test results as well as additional tests of cognitive ability (Nagpal et al., 2015). Nagpal et al.
further explains that genes are considered to provide about 20-40% of the variance in intelligence
in childhood. However, it is expected that intelligence will remain constant in early adulthood
(Deary, 2000). Moreover, research shows that genes start to actively play a role during middle to

old age, the significance of the environment becomes less important.
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As observed in the interview responses, most of the emphasis was put on the external
environment and was identified as a factor on the understanding that intelligence is not fixed. In
both the retrospective and current accounts, majority of the participants’ mentioned that how
education is prioritised in an individual’s immediate environment plays a significant role. In this
study, a participant mentioned that opportunities available to students’ could change intelligence.
Additionally, (Deary, 2001) asserts that the influence the education environment continues to be

quite significant.

In this current study, another participant explained that the environment he grew up in was full of
crime and he was surrounded by people who did not take education seriously. However, since
moving to university accommodation, he has noticed the change in his intelligence because of
the different mindsets that his new friends have, therefore it is difficult for students’ especially in
their adolescent stage to develop a different mindset and belief system separate from people in
his or her immediate environment. Ceka & Murati (2016) argue that in different family
environments, children obtain different experiences by getting involved in multiple activities and
by frequently being exposed to various expectations and influences from the people he or she co-
exists with. Furthermore, Ceka & Murati explain that the majority of the time when parents
immerse themselves in their children’s education, the results are positive and motivating. In this
regard, they frequently collaborate and act in accordance with their own parental attitudes which
are communicated through their display of reciprocal discretion with regard to the children’s
abilities and overall learning abilities, aiding them to succeed in learning, education and
intellectual improvement as a difficult process. Therefore, the findings of this study allude to the
fact that participants’ perception of intelligence is largely influenced by what they observe from

their different environments.

This study was guided by the Ecological Systems Theory and validation which was distributed
between internal (self-belief) and external (affirmations from external sources) played a
significant role in the students’ academic success. Validation is an important component of the
ecological systems theory. According to Urie Bronfenbrenner, an individual’s development is
influenced by a complex interplay of various systems, including the microsystem, mesosystem,
exosystem, and macrosystem. Each system plays a crucial role in shaping the individual’s lived

experiences and eventually their development (Crocker et al. 2006). Validation is imperative in

68



69

promoting positive development within the systems. When individual’s feel validated, they are
more likely to have positive outcomes, experience positive interactions within their systems, and
build resilience Munoz & Linares (2011). Therefore, validation is a crucial aspect of promoting

positive outcomes and development within the ecological system theory.

5.1 Implication of the study

This study adds to our understanding of self-perception and educational attainment. It further
helps in understanding the lived experiences of students’ from a low SES background and the
difficulties they encounter with self-perception in pursuit of educational attainment, which can
give awareness into how teachers, friends and family can support them, as well as the wider

institutional support needed.

The lived-experiences described in this study show that future research should direct its focus on
the dual impact of external support and self-belief in students’. Subsequently, future research
should explore various interventions that would accommodate the psychological needs of
students from a low SES background. Future research could also focus on the gender differences
in self-perception. This study also highlights the need for more qualitative research on topics
around educational inequalities, to help unpack and understand the complex relationship between

educational attainment and the lived-experiences of students’.

5.2 Limitations

This study has various strengths, however the study’s limitations should be acknowledged. First,
the sample size is plausibly small, nevertheless, data sufficiency and saturation was arguably
achieved with a sample size of 12. The faculties and male-to-female ratio may limit the ability to
achieve data saturation because majority of the participants’ were female, with only three males
and majority of the participants’ were registered in the Faculty of Humanities, with only three

spilt between the faculty of Engineering and CLM. Having a greater diversity of faculties
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represented and a more balanced gender distribution is therefore needed for future studies,
however, even though the variety and distribution was not accomplished in this regard, the
sample used still provided a rich understanding of the lived-experiences of high achieving
students’ coming from a low SES background. In addition, the questionnaire was arguably too
structured, future studies could consider using more open-ended questions at the start of the
interview before filtering to more specific self-perception-related questions. For example, ‘tell
me about your experience of high school’ to see if the concept of self-perception emerged
naturally during the course of the interview. Moreover, all the participants’ asked for the
interviews to be conducted online, which is an interesting finding itself. However, current
research is not clear on the difference in conducting online compared to in-person interviews and
the potential differences in establishing the needed rapport with participants see (Lobe, Morgan
& Hoffman 2022).

5.3 Reflexivity

Prior to conducting the first few interviews, | felt nervous. | felt nervous because | was afraid
that 1 might manipulate the interviews by subconsciously imposing my views and experiences to
the participants. However, prior to all the interviews | reminded myself that the participants

stories are not mine to know and I consciously put myself in the ‘not knowing position’.

The themes that came out and that | can relate to are help-seeking and validation. | relate most to
these two themes because personally, | believe that they play a crucial role in success. Seeing for
help when needed and accepting that no man is an island contributed to where | am today.
Sometimes as people we tend to think that we are not good enough for certain things, for
instance, for the longest time | felt like | am not good enough to be a Masters candidate, let alone
a Wits student, as a result, my coursework work was affected. I, however, had to constantly and
actively validate myself and do daily mantras to remind myself that I belong and | am here
because | qualify to be here and in doing so, seeking for help and validating myself, | was able to
push through the self-doubt.
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In conclusion, conducting these interviews as a black female who was born and bred in the
township and who comes from a low SES background made me realise that students from a low
SES background although we have different upbringings, we share the need to want to make
something for ourselves and be independent.

5.4 Conclusion

In conclusion, the purpose of this study was to gain an in-depth understanding of the lived
experiences of self-perception in a sample of high-achieving students’ that come from a low SES
background. To the best of my knowledge, only one survey-based study (Ochse, 2003) has
looked at self-perception and education utilising purely descriptive survey methodology. Studies
that used qualitative methodology to explore and document lived experiences of students’

educational attainment in relation to their self-perception are not yet recorded.

This study demonstrated that the experiences of students’ self-perception and educational
attainment, both in high school and university, although similar, there are a number of
differences. Participants’ expressed different feelings regarding the importance of validation in
their academic success depending on current experience of university or retrospective accounts
of high-school. Furthermore, the participants’ lived experiences throughout high school affected
their self-perception differently based on their ability to socialise. However, these differences
had a common factor, specifically, both external and internal sources played a significant role in

the participants’ self-perception and educational attainment.

There is an education crisis in South Africa and arguably more generally, in many LMIC. There
is not a clear understanding why students’ perform differently and what the role of self-
perception is in combating education inequalities. The results of the study however, have shown
that qualitative methods that draw on the lived-experiences of students can be a powerful
methods to unlock the complex relationship between psychological and external factors that
contribute to educational attainment in low-income contexts. Similar studies can be drawn on to
develop more meaningful and individualised interventions — in schools, universities and with

families - to help combat educational inequalities.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A
Demographic Questionnaire
1. Age:
2. Sex:
3. What terms (e.g. labels, groups, associations/affiliations, heritage) would you use to

describe your cultural background?

4. If you had to classify yourself in a particular population group, what would you describe
yourself as:
Black
. White
. Coloured
. Indian

. Other (please specify):

4. What is your home language? (please choose one)
O Afrikaans
[J English

O IsiNdebele
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O IsiXhosa

O IsiZulu

[ Sepedi (North Sotho)
O Sesotho

L1 Setswana

O SiSwati

O Tshivenda

[ Xitsonga

[ Other (please specify):

5. Faculty registered in:

6. Degree registered for:

7. High School attended:

8. Did either of your parents, graduate high school?
Yes, both

Yes, mother

Yes, father
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9. Have either of your parents attended University or any other higher education institution?

Yes, both
Yes, mother

Yes, father
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10. Has anyone else in your family attended University or any other higher education

institution? If yes, please elaborate.

11.  What is your religious affiliation?
I No religion

O Christianity

O Hinduism

O Islam

O Judaism

[1Baha’i

O Buddhist

O Zoroastrian

O Sikhism

O Taoism/ Confucius

O Traditional African Religion

O Other religion or religious dominations (please specify):

12. Please rate your level of religiosity with 1 being “not so religious” and 5 being “very

religious.

13.  Are you married?
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14.

[ Yes

O Yes CINo
Are you in a relationship?

0 No
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Appendix B

Retrospective Qualitative questions

PISA Current Retrospective
grouping
Academic 1. How do you perceive your How did you perceive your academic
academic abilities? abilities in high school?
2. What would you say your reading | What did you think of your reading
ability is like? OR How would you | ability in high school?
describe your reading ability?
Self- 3. How would you say you manage in | How would you say you managed at
efficacy difficult situations? high school when faced with difficult

situations?

4. How do you feel about the things

you have accomplished?

How do you feel about the things
you have accomplished during your

(high) school education?

How would you say you handled
multitasking when you were in high
school (explain this is taking many
things on the same time)?

While you were in high school, how
would you say your belief in
yourself helped you get through hard

times?

While you were in high school, when

you were faced with a difficult
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situation, how would you navigate
yourself out of that difficulty?

Growth

mindset

What do you think about your
intelligence being something you

can change?

While you were in high school, what
did you think about your intelligence

being something you can change?

Fear of

failure

While you were in high school, when
you are failing at something what did
you usually think about or attribute

the failure to?

Sense of
belonging

at school

10.

Did you ever feel like an outsider or
left out during high school? Tell me

more about that please.

11.

How was it making friends for you at
high school?

12.

Did you feel like you belonged at
high school? Can you please tell me
more about those feelings and what

you remember?

13.

Did you feel awkward or out of place
during high school? Can you please

tell me more about those feelings?

14.

How likable do you think you were

to other students during high school?

15.

Did you ever feel lonely at high
school? Can you please tell me more

about you felt?
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Appendix C

Consent form

Title of project: The exploration of self-perception in the educational attainment of high

achieving students from a low socioeconomic background in South African.

Name of Research: Phemelo Sebele.

l, , agree to participate in this research project.

| agree to the following:

(Please circle the relevant options below)

The research study was explained to me. | understand what this YES

study is about.
udy i u NO

| understand that | can volunteer to take part in the study YES

NO

| agree that the interview/focus group/other activity may be audio




recorded YES | NO
| agree that direct quotation from my interview/focus group/other

activity may be used by the researcher in their research vES | NO
report/manuscript/book chapter

| agree that my participation will remain anonymous (my name

will not be used by the research in their research YES | NO
report/manuscript/book chapter)

| agree that other researchers may use the information | provide

in my interview/focus group/other activity (depending on their YES | NO

own ethics clearance being obtained) but my name and any

personal information will not be used or passed on

(Signature)

(name of participant)

(Date).
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Appendix D

Participant information sheet

Good day,

My name is Phemelo Sebele. | am a Masters student in the Social and Psychological programme
at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. My supervisor is Dr Sahba Besharati. | am
conducting a research study about self-perception and educational attainment. The study title is:
A qualitative study exploring self-perception in educational attainment of high achiever students

from a low socioeconomic background in South African context.

| am inviting you to take part in an interview that will either be conducted online or in-person, all
COVID-19 safety protocol (both the researcher and the participant will be wearing masks,
sanitized, and will be seated 1.5 meters apart) will be implemented. If you decide to take part,
your participation in this research will last for approximately an hour. The interview will take
place online via WhatsApp, Zoom or MS Teams after school. There are no direct benefits
associated with participation, however, given that the interviews will be conducted online or in-

person, each participant will receive R150 for either travel or data.

With your permission, | would like to audio record the interview using the digital platforms
mentioned above. This data will stored in a password secured computer and deleted after two
years. Both myself, the researcher (Phemelo) and my supervisor (Dr Sahba) will have access to
the data.
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The online interview will be confidential, however, anonymity cannot be guaranteed during the
data collection. The participants will be identifiable either through face to face interviews or
through the online platforms. Anonymity will be guaranteed during the results phase and in the
research process, through using pseudonyms and changing any identifiable information but not
during data collection. With your permission, other researchers may use the data collected from

this research study, but your name and any personal information will not be used or passed on.

If you decide to take part in the research study, it should be because you want to volunteer. You
do not have to take part. You can stop being in the study at any time. You do not have to answer
any questions if you do not want to. You will not get any direct benefits if you choose to join the
research study. You will not lose any services, benefits or rights you would normally have if you

decide not to join. Taking part in the research study will not cost you anything.

The research study will be written up as a research report published by The University of the
Witwatersrand and possibly other published articles. The Masters report will be available on the
university library website. If you would like to receive a summary of this report, | will be happy

to send it to you.

If you have any questions during or afterwards about this research study, feel free to contact me
or my supervisor on the details listed below. If you have any concerns or complaints about the
ethical procedures of this research study, you are welcome to contact the University Human
Research Ethics Committee (Non-Medical), telephone +27(0) 11 717 1408, email hrecnon-
medical@wits.ac.za.

Yours sincerely,
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Phemelo Sebele.

SebeleP.B

Researcher:

Phemelo Sebele, 2620863 @students.wits.ac.za.

Supervisor:

Dr Sahba Besharati, sahba.besharati@wits.ac.za, 011 717 4529.
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Appendix E

Ethics training certificate

¥

UNIVERSITY OF THE (X! | SCHOOL OF HUMAN AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

WITWATERSRAND, ¥&7 | psvcHoLoGy
JOHANNESBURG

This is to certify that

Phemelo Sebele
Student number: 2620863

Participated in Research and Ethics Training as part of the Masters
research module PSYC7022A for the Masters in Social and Psychological
Research

Held between the 21% and the 25™ of February 2022 at the Department of
Psychology, University of the Witwatersrand

Areas of training included: Writing a Research Proposal
Writing a Literature Review
Data Collection and Instrument Design
Qualitative Methods of Data Collection
Quantitative Methods of Data Collection
Research Ethics
Plagiarism
Library and Zotero Training
Research Presentation

/}%é;_“‘_ ==

Departmental Research Ethics Chair
Prof Zaytoon Amod

&

Head of the Psychology Department
Prof Carol Long

Umthombo Bulding - 2nd Floor, Room U211, Braamfonten East Campus, Private Bag 3, WITS 2050
T +27 11 717 4503753 | E psych SHCD@wits.ac.za | www.wits ac za'shod/psychology/

YUNIVESITHI YA
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Appendix F: Permission letter

UNIVERSITY OF THE

WITWATERSRAND,
JOHANNESBURG

University of the Witwatersrand,

University of the Witwatersrand, 011 717 1888.

Wits registrar

Thato Chauke (Office administrator).
University of the Witwatersrand

1 Jan Smuts Ave,

Braamfontein, Johannesburg,

200.

03/05/2022.

Dear Sir/Madam,

Re: Permission to conduct research at [insert organisation name].
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My name is Phemelo Berveley Sebele

| am studying for a Masters degree in Social and Psychological Research in the school of Human
and Community Development at the University of the Witwatersrand. | am seeking permission to

do research at the University of the Witwatersrand.

I am conducting research on self-perception and educational attainment. Research title: A
qualitative study exploring self-perception in educational attainment of high achiever students
from a low socioeconomic background in South African context. | chose this topic because there
isn’t many studies to the best of my knowledge that have explored the experiences and how self-
perception of high-achieving students from a low socioeconomic background influence
educational attainment in the low — middle income countries like South Africa. My research will

focus on first-year university student.

The research will entail collecting data from first-year students between the ages of 18-20 years

across faculties and those who are being funded by NSFAS

Participants will be asked to give their written or verbal consent before the research begins. Their
responses will be treated confidentially, and identities (their names and the name of the
organisation) will be anonymous unless otherwise expressly indicated. Individual privacy will be

maintained in all published and written data resulting from the study.

The results will be communicated in a Masters thesis and will be published at the University of

the Witwatersrand library.
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The research participants will not be advantaged or disadvantaged in any way. They will be
reassured that they can withdraw their permission at any time during this project without any
penalty. There are no foreseeable risks in participating in this study. The participants will not be

paid for this study.

All research data will be preserved anonymously for reuse by other research and it will be kept in
a password secured computer. The research and her supervisor will both have access to the data.

| therefore request permission in writing to conduct my research at your organisation. The
permission letter should be on your organisation’s headed paper, signed and dated, and

specifically referring to myself by name and the title of my study.

Please let me know if you require any further information. | look forward to your response as

soon as is convenient.

Yours sincerely,

Phemelo Sebele.

Phemelo

072 744 6864.

2620863 @students.wits.ac.za.
Dr Sahba Besharati

011 717 4529

Sahba.besharati@wits.ac.za
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Appendix G: Ethics certificate

UNIVERSITY OF THI é
WITWATERSRAND, N7
JOHANNESBURG

SCHOOL OF HUMAN AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT ETHICS COMMITTEE
CONSTITUTED UNDER THE UNIVERSITY HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE (NON-MEDICAL)

CLEARANCE CERTIFICATE: = PROTOCOL NUMBER: MASPR/22/11

PROJECT TITLE: A qualitative study exploring self-perception in educational attainment
of high achiever students from a low socioeconomic background in
South African context.

INVESTIGATOR Sebele Phemelo (2620863)
SCHOOL/DEPARTMENT OF INVESTIGATOR SHCD/Psychology
DATE CONSIDERED 30 May 2022
DECISION OF THE COMMITTEE Approved unconditionally
RISK LEVEL Low Risk
EXPIRY DATE 31 December 2024
{ I _L.C—__J
ISSUEDATE OF CERTIFICATE 11 July 2022 CHAIRPERSON ___ =~ 4

(Dr Sahba Besharati)

cc: Dr Sahba Besharati (Supervisor)

RECLARATION OF INVESTIGATOR

To be completed in duplicate and ONE COPY retumed to the Chairperson of the School/Department ethics
committee.

| fully understand the conditions under which | am are authorized to carry out the abovementioned research and |
guarantee to ensure compliance with these conditions. Should any departure to be contemplated from the research
procedure as approved l/'we undertake to resubmit the protocol to the Committee.

Sebele £.8 13 / 07 1 2022
Signature Date

PLEASE QUOTE THE PROTOCOL NUMBER ON ALL ENQUIRIES
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