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ABSTRACT 

First-year students’ expectations about tertiary education – an analysis of the 2017 

Beginning University Survey of Student Engagement at DUT 

A serious concern in South African tertiary education historically is high dropout (or “stop 
out”) rates and poor throughput rates. It is a well-known fact that the highest rate of dropouts 
occurs in the first year, with one study estimating that nearly 30% of students drop out in 
their first year of study (Kotze and Niemann, 2013).  At the Durban University of Technology 
(DUT), approximately 41% of the 2014 first-time entering cohort enrolled in three-year 
qualifications, who did not graduate in 2017, had dropped out by April 2018. While there may 
be diverse reasons for dropping out, research is pointing to a misalignment between first-
year students’ expectations of university life and the actual demands that are placed on 
these students, many of whom are first-generation.  
 
This mixed-method study uses the Beginning University Survey of Student Engagement 
(BUSSE) to examine first-time entering students’ expectations about their first year of study 
at DUT– the rigours of tertiary study, their level of commitment to their academic studies, 
their planned participation in educationally effective practices, and the type and extent of 
academic and other support they expect during their first year. Responses from a sample of 
over 1000 first-time entering students in 2017 who completed BUSSE will comprise the 
quantitative aspect of the paper. Statistical analyses include identifying trends and 
differences in student responses across gender, race, faculty, first-generation status etc. The 
BUSSE analysis will be complemented where appropriate with selected findings from the 
Who are our students? (WAOS) project. The latter is a qualitative study that was conducted 
at DUT to investigate students’ understanding of key imperatives in the university’s strategic 
plan (for example, “student centredness”) as well as their lived experiences of university life, 
and the support currently being provided. 
 
Preliminary results from the BUSSE suggest that students believe they are well-prepared for 
university life based on their experiences and activities in high-school. These included 
analysing numerical information, application to real-world problems, and extensive writing 
assignments. Almost half believed that paying for university education would be difficult. 
Preliminary results from the WAOS interviews reveal different experiences across gender 
and faculty lines. The combined results of this study will assist academic and support 
departments to identify at-risk students, determine the nature of any possible misconception 
on the part of students regarding academic and other demands of tertiary studies and 
thereby implement appropriate interventions to improve retention. 


