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Abstract 
Transformation in education policy following the establishment of a democratic South Africa has resulted 
in a marked increase of first-generation students (FGS) in our higher education institutions. First 
generation students are students whose parents did not obtain a tertiary qualification. First generation 
students have been found to experience a range of challenges including financial stress, poor social 
support, isolation and marginalization, cultural adaptation challenges, and greater family and work 
responsibilities, to name a few. However, there is limited literature in this area in developing countries 
like South Africa.  This project aimed to address this gap in the literature. 

A cross-sectional survey was used to identify barriers and facilitators to participation, retention, and 
success in higher education. Both first-generation and non-first generation students (N = 482) completed 
a demographic questionnaire covering a broad range of variables, the Multidimensional Scale of 
Perceived Social Support, the General Health Questionnaire 12 (GHQ 12), and the General Self-efficacy 
Scale. In addition, academic performance information was collected from participants. Statistical 
analyses were focused on descriptive statistics and inferential statistics including multivariate analysis 
of variance and regression analysis. 

Significant differences were found between FGS and continuing generation students (CGS) in terms of 
psychosocial and demographic factors.  Significant differences were also found between students who 
have passed versus who have failed their last completed university semester, and between students 
who qualified to promotion to the next year level of study, versus those who did not qualify.  The 
identification of psychosocial factors that are associated with first-generation status as well as academic 
performance means that we are now able to isolate particular challenges experienced by FGS and thus 
tailor intervention and support structures to address the needs of these students in an effort to promote 
their chances of academic success.   

Keywords: First-generation status, FGS, higher education, academic performance, academic 
challenges, psychosocial challenges, social challenges, psychosocial needs, attrition, degree 
completion/throughput. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
While tertiary education during the apartheid period was largely reserved for the privileged and the 
average student population was therefore immersed in a relatively “secure” socioeconomic context, this 
can no longer be said to be the case.  Following education policy reform after the establishment of a 
democratic South Africa, higher education institutions have seen an ever-increasing number of so-called 
“first-generation” students enter through its doors.  Traditionally, the term “first-generation student” has 
been used to indicate a student who represents the first generation in his/her family to enter tertiary 
education.  Owing to the apartheid system which ruled the country for a number of generations, a great 
number of FGS currently entering higher education are from previously disadvantaged groups.   

While the afore-mentioned broadening of access to higher education is no doubt a shift in a very positive 
direction, indications are that student success rates in South African higher education institutions are of 
great concern.  According to Higher Education South Africa [1], 35% of enrolled students drop out after 
their first year of tertiary education, and a further 20% of students drop out after their second year.  In 
addition, only 15% of students complete their degree in the designated time.  This undermines efforts 
to address equity in the South African workforce as well as the country’s critical skills shortage [2]. 
Related to the latter, there is a noteworthy trend in the literature to ascribe current dropout rates from 
higher education, at least partly, to first-generation status [3].  What follows is a brief overview of the 
South African literature on FGS and the unique challenges they experience. 
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In a South African masters dissertation in the field of educational support, it was found that negative 
experiences among FGS include: (1) difficulty in accessing higher education; (2) financial challenges 
due to origin from low-income families; (3) classroom experiences of diversity, e.g., difficulty finding 
partners when curricula involved group work; (4) student residence experiences; (5) difficulty fitting in 
with institutional culture, and (6) language of teaching and learning generally being the students' second 
language [4]. It has also been found that FGS experience a pressure to do their families proud, which 
could become an overwhelming pressure for these students [5]. The expectations placed onto FGS also 
extend beyond the immediate family and into the village, if a student comes from a rural area. In the 
case of urban areas, these expectations can extend into the neighborhood of the student [5]. In another 
study [6], the aim was to understand how the reliance on off-campus student accommodation influences 
the experiences of first-generation low-income students as they adapt to university life at the Auckland 
Park Kingsway (APK) campus of the University of Johannesburg (UJ). It was found that FGS often lack 
preparation for university life. In addition, it was found that they may lack important knowledge about 
different services provided by the university, including on-campus accommodation. While, for many, 
residing off-campus had benefits, it also came with negative experiences, including concerns about 
safety and security and criminal activities off-campus leading to loss of valuables. Participants living off-
campus also expressed dissatisfaction with the perceived lack of intervention from the university in terms 
of safety of students. This most strongly affected students from low-income backgrounds.  

One study found that many part-time South African FGS expressed a need for specific support 
throughout the year [7].  More than 90% of the participating students were employed and carried family 
responsibilities. The author also found that specifically adult learners in the South African situation are 
in majority first generation learners who often have to find their own way in the first year of study. In 
another study it was found that first generation students often lacked the moral support from their 
families to persevere through their challenges at university level [8]. The psychological pressures 
coupled with the demands of university makes it more difficult to cope and for this reason, many students 
drop out. In a study conducted by the Human Sciences Research Council of South Africa, one of the 
factors contributing to a 40% drop out rate at university by first year students was first-generation status.  

The South African literature on FGS is limited and in its infancy.  This study aimed to bridge some of the 
gaps in the literature with the aim of formulating recommendations that could guide South African higher 
education institutions in terms of creating support structures for these students. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Research setting 
The University of the Western Cape (UWC) in South Africa served as the research setting.  UWC is 
considered to be an appropriate setting for the current study because, as a historically disadvantaged 
institution, UWC has more students from minority groups and these groups typically include a significant 
proportion of FGS.  In particular, the study will focus on first generation UWC students following health 
sciences programmes within the Faculty of Community and Health Sciences (CHS). This faculty was 
focused on due to the fact that students studying in medical and associated fields are at high risk of 
attrition ([9], [10], [11]).  The CHS Faculty offers professional undergraduate programmes which include 
the fields of social work, nursing, physiotherapy, occupational therapy, dietetics, complementary health 
science, as well as non-professional health science degrees, e.g., in the field of sport and recreation 
science.  Amongst the previously mentioned programmes are included three- and four-year 
programmes – in case of the latter, the fourth year is considered to be equivalent to an Honours degree. 

2.2 Population and sample 
The population in this study consisted of first-generation and continuing generation (non-first generation) 
undergraduate students registered for health sciences degree programs in the Faculty of Community 
and Health Sciences at UWC.  The sampling frame consisted of all undergraduate students registered 
in the CHS faculty. Inclusion criteria for the survey study required that students were: (1) undergraduate 
students within the CHS Faculty at UWC, and (2) registered for the academic year in which data 
collection took place.  Stratified random sampling was used to recruit participants.  Stratification occurred 
on the basis of promotion status into three strata: (1)  first time entries (the first year stratum was further 
stratified to include first-time enrolments and repeat first year enrolments); (2) senior students including 
2nd and 3rd year students;  and (3) final year students.  The final sample consisted of 482 students, of 
which 291 participants were FGS, and 190 were continuing generation students (CGS). 
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2.3 Design 
The study employed a survey design and incorporated an internet survey. The survey was cross-
sectional, i.e., it was administered once to the sample.  The study was hosted in Google Forms, a web-
based survey application.  All eligible students received an electronic invitation that contained a brief 
description of the study, inclusion criteria and what participation would entail, as well as a link to the 
survey.  A trial run of the survey was completed by the researchers to assess the ease of the 
administration and accuracy of the survey. Data was captured by the Google Forms application into an 
Excel file. 

2.4 Instruments 
The study employed three questionnaires investigating psychosocial variables as well as a demographic 
questionnaire.  The demographic questionnaire was used to obtain data on a range of demographic 
variables, including age, gender, language, working and living arrangements, generational status, etc.  
The General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12) was used to measure psychological distress.  The GHQ-
12 consists of 12 items and has a full-scale measurement as well as three subscales, measuring anxiety, 
loss of confidence, and social dysfunction.  The GHQ-12 was scored according to the Likert scoring 
system with scores ranging from 0 - 3.  The General Self-efficacy Scale (GSE) was used to measure 
self-efficacy.  Self-efficacy was understood in the context of this study to refer to the extent or strength 
of one’s belief in one’s own ability to complete tasks, reach goals, and deal with difficult situations.  
Respondents were required to rate 10 statements on a Likert scale with scores ranging from 1 – 4.  
Lastly, the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) is a 12-item scale used to 
measure perceived social support relating to three dimensions: (1) family; (2) friends, and (3) significant 
other.  Respondents were required to rate 12 statements on a Likert scale with scores ranging between 
1 – 7. 

2.5 Data analysis 
Data was analyzed using IBM’s Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Descriptive 
statistics including frequency distributions, measures of central tendency, and variability were used to 
summarize sample characteristics.  Reliability and internal consistency analyses were employed to 
determine the internal consistencies and reliability of the research instruments administered.  
Multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVA) were used to determine differences between participants 
on the psychosocial and demographic variables in terms of the following groupings:  (1) first-generation 
and continuing generation students;  (2) students who qualified for promotion to the next year of study 
versus those who did not, for example, due to academic failure and (3) students who failed and those 
who passed academically based on the average mark achieved for the last completed semester.  
Multivariate tests (Hotelling’s Trace) were administered to measure overall group differences in terms 
of the psychosocial and demographic variables under investigation.  A stepwise linear regression 
analysis was conducted to determine psychosocial predictors of academic performance 

3 RESULTS 
This section reports on the statistical analyses performed relative to the objectives of the study.  The 
objectives guiding the data analysis were:  (1)  obtaining descriptive statistics and frequency distributions 
of the variables measured;  (2)  determining the reliability and internal consistency of the instruments 
administered;  (3)  determining differences between participant groups in terms of psychosocial and 
demographic variables and (4)  determining predictors of academic achievement. 

3.1 Sample characteristics 
Selected sample characteristics are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Demographic composition of the sample in terms of selected variables (N = 482) 

Variable N % 
Gender 
Male 
Female 

 
121 
360 

 
25.2 
74.8 

Generation 
First-generation 
Continuing generation 

 
291 
190 

 
60.5 
39.5 

Year level 
1st year 
2nd year  
3rd year 
4th year 
5th year 

 
198 
110 
124 
37 
11 

 
41.2 
22.9 
25.8 
7.7 
2.3 

The majority of participants were female (75.0% vs 25.2% male).  First-generation students constituted 
60.5% of the sample, while continuing generation students made up 39.5% of the sample.  The majority 
of participants were 1st year students (41.2%), followed by 3rd year students (25.8%).  2nd year students 
(22.9%), 4th year students (7.7%), and 5th year students (2.3%). 

3.2 Descriptive and internal consistency statistics for quantitative 
instruments 

This section reports on the descriptive statistics and internal consistencies of the instruments used for 
the cross-sectional survey: the General Self-efficacy Scale (GSE), the Multidimensional Scale of 
Perceived Social Support (MSPSS), and the General Health Questionnaire 12 (GHQ-12).  Descriptive 
and inferential statistics were used to test the internal consistency of the instruments used. 
Table 2 below will report the descriptive statistics and alphas for the GHQ-12. 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and reliabilities for the GHQ-12. 

 N of items Mean SD Alpha 

GHQ-12 Full Scale 12 1.41 0.64 0.89 

Subscale: Social dysfunction 6 1.47 0.63 0.76 

Subscale: Anxiety  4 1.46 0.78 0.80 

Subscale: Loss of confidence 2 1.16 0.83 0.60 

The GNQ-12 full scale obtained a reliability coefficient of 0.89.  The GHQ subscale of social dysfunction 
rated as 0.76 for reliability.  The anxiety subscale obtained a coefficient of 0.80, and the loss of 
confidence subscale obtained a coefficient of 0.60.  

Table 3 below will report the descriptive statistics and alphas for the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived 
Social Support (MSPSS). 

Table 3. Descriptive statistics and reliabilities for the MSPSS. 

 N of items Mean SD Alpha 

MSPSS full scale 12 4.71 1.23 0.90 

Subscale: Significant others 4 4.89 1.24 0.89 

Subscale:  Family  4 4.61 1.58 0.90 

Subscale:  Friends 4 4.63 1.55 0.92 
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For the full-scale MSPSS, a reliability coefficient of 0.90 was obtained.  The significant other subscale 
obtained a coefficient of 0.89, the family subscale obtained an alpha of 0.90, and the friends subscale 
obtained an alpha of 0.92. 

Table 4 below will report the descriptive statistics and alphas for the General Self-efficacy Scale (GSE). 

Table 4. Descriptive statistics and reliabilities for the GSE. 

 N of items Mean SD Alpha 

GSE total 10 3.06 0.50 0.86 

From the above table it can be seen that the GSE obtained a reliability coefficient of 0.86. 

In conclusion, all of the full-scale instruments as well as their subscales had satisfactory internal 
consistency and reliability, except for the GHQ-12 loss of confidence sub-scale. 

3.3 Differences between first-generation and continuing generation students 
in terms of demographic and psychosocial factors 

This section presents the differences between first-generation and continuing generation students in 
terms of the following variables a range of demographic and psychosocial variables as measured by the 
research instruments. Only the significant findings will be reported. 

Table 5. Differences between first-generation and continuing generation students 
 in terms of demographic and psychosocial factors. 

Variable 
First-

generation 
Mean 

First-
generation 

SD 

Continuing 
generation 

Mean 

Continuing 
generation 

SD 
F Eta-

Squared 

MSPSS Total 4.58 1.27 4.92 1.17 8.73 0.02** 

MSPSS Significant others 4.74 1.66 5.10 1.51 5.87 0.01* 

MSPSS Family 4.50 1.63 4.86 1.48 7.40 0.01** 

Financial stress 2.43 0.80 1.99 0.92 30.23 0.06** 
** p < .01 
*   p < .05 

The results of Hotelling’s T-test revealed a significant multivariate main effect for generational status, 
F(14, 460) = 62.41, p = 0.00; Hotelling’s T² = 1.90, partial Ƞ² = 0.66.  According to results from the 
MANOVA administered, significant univariate main effects were obtained for the MSPSS total scale, 
MSPSS significant others subscale, MSPSS family subscale, parents’ qualification level, and financial 
stress. 

Continuing generation (N = 190) students reported stronger overall perceived social support, as 
measured by the full-scale MSPSS, F(1, 475 ) = 8.73, p < .01, partial Ƞ² = 0.02, than first-generation 
students (N = 291).  Continuing generation students also reported stronger perceived social support 
from significant others F(1, 475) = 5.87, p < .05, partial Ƞ² = 0.01.  In terms of perceived social support 
from family, the continuing generation group again scored higher than the first-generation group, F(1, 
475) = 7.39, p < .05, partial Ƞ² = 0.02.  Finally, results indicate that the first-generation student group 
experienced significantly more financial stress than the continuing generation group, F(1, 475) = 30.28, 
p < .01, partial Ƞ² = 0.06. 

3.4 Differences between self-reported passing versus failing students in 
terms of psychosocial and demographic variables 

This section presents the differences between students who have passed versus those who have not 
passed their last completed university semester.  Students were divided into two groups according to 
having self-reported achieving either above 50% average (pass), or below 50% (fail) for the average of 
the modules of their last completed university semester.  This aspect of the study aimed to determine 
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differences between the two groups pertaining to the following variables:  GHQ-12, GSE, MSPSS, 
father’s highest qualification, mother’s highest qualification, students’ final Grade 12 marks, working 
hours, extent of family responsibilities, and financial stress.  Only the significant findings will be reported. 
The results appear in Table 6 below. 

Table 6. Differences between self-reported passing versus failing students 
 in terms of psychosocial and demographic variables. 

Variable 
First-

generation 
Mean 

First-
generation 

SD 

Continuing 
generation 

Mean 

Continuing 
generation 

SD 
F Eta-

Squared 

GHQ Total  1.89 0.67 1.38 0.63 23.91 0.05** 

GHQ Social dysfunction 1.89 0.67 1.43 0.61 19.40 0.40** 

GHQ Anxiety 1.94 0.73 1.42 0.77 16.53 0.03** 

GHQ Loss of confidence 1.80 0.89 1.10 0.80 27.30 0.06** 

MSPSS Total 3.86 1.03 4.80 1.23 21.57 0.04** 

MSPSS Significant others 3.88 1.35 4.97 1.60 17.42 0.04** 

MSPSS Friends 3.90 1.33 4.70 1.55 10.00 0.02** 

MSPSS Family 3.80 1.42 4.70 1.58 12.24 0.03** 

GSE Total 2.80 0.49 3.09 0.47 13.60 0.03** 

Grade 12 marks 2.70 0.88 3.10 0.79 9.23 0.19** 
** p < .01 
* p < .05 

The results of Hotelling’s T-test revealed a significant multivariate main effect for academic performance 
(fail vs pass), F(13, 461) = 4.57, p = 0.00; Hotelling’s T² = 0.13, partial Ƞ² = 0.11.  According to results 
from the MANOVA, significant univariate main effects were obtained for the GHQ-12 full-scale, GHQ-
12 social dysfunction subscale, GHQ-12 anxiety subscale, GHQ-12 loss of confidence subscale, 
MSPSS total scale, MSPSS significant others subscale, MSPSS friends subscale, MSPSS family 
subscale, GSE, and Grade 12 marks. 

Failing students scored higher than passing students on the full-scale GHQ-12, indicating a higher level 
of overall psychological distress among the failing students, F(1, 475) =23.91, p < 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 0.05.  
Failing students scored higher than passing students on the GHQ-12 loss of confidence subscale, 
indicating that failing students experienced a greater degree of loss of confidence than passing students, 
F(1, 475) = 27.30, p < 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 0.10.  Failing students scored higher than passing students on 
the GHQ-12 social dysfunction subscale, indicating a higher level of social dysfunction among failing 
students, F(1, 475) = 19.40, p = < 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 0.04.  Failing students scored higher than passing 
students on the GHQ-12 anxiety subscale, indicating a higher level of anxiety experienced among failing 
students, F(1, 475) = 16.53, p < 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 0.03.  Failing students scored lower than passing 
students on the full-scale MSPSS, F(1, 475) = 21.57, p < 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 0.04, the MSPSS significant 
other subscale, F(1, 475) = 17.42, p < 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 0.04, the MSPSS family subscale, F(1, 475) = 
12.24, p < 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 0.03, and the MSPSS friends subscale F(1, 475) = 10.00, p < 0.01, partial 
Ƞ² = 0.02.  These results indicate that failing students experience less social support overall, and 
specifically, less social support from family, friends, and significant others than passing students.  The 
failing group scored lower than the passing group on the GSE scale, indicating that the failing group 
experiences lower general self-efficacy than the passing group, F(1, 475) = 13.56, p < 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 
0.03.  Lastly, the failing group had lower marks for Grade 12 than the passing group, F(1, 475) = 9.23, 
p < 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 0.02. 
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3.5 Differences between promoted and non-promoted students in terms of 
psychosocial and demographic variables. 

This section presents the differences between promoted and non-promoted students.  In this context, 
promotional status refers to whether or not a student met the requirements in terms of academic 
achievement to move onto the next academic year level.  Differences between the two groups were 
investigated in terms of the following variables:  GHQ-12, GSE, MSPSS, father’s highest qualification, 
mother’s highest qualification, students’ final Grade 12 marks, working hours, extent of family 
responsibilities, and financial stress.  Only the significant findings will be reported. The results appear in 
Table 7. 

Table 7. Differences between promoted versus non-promoted students in terms 
 of psychosocial and demographic variables. 

Variable 
First-

generation 
Mean 

First-
generation 

SD 

Continuing 
generation 

Mean 

Continuing 
generation 

SD 
F Eta-

Squared 

GHQ Total  1.36 0.62 1.64 0.72 9.17 0.03** 

GHQ Social dysfunction 1.42 0.60 1.67 0.72 7.57 0.03** 

GHQ Anxiety 1.40 0.78 1.70 0.84 6.83 0.02** 

GHQ Loss of confidence 1.08 0.80 1.43 0.92 8.76 0.03** 

MSPSS Total 4.81 1.27 4.42 1.19 4.65 0.02* 

MSPSS Family 4.76 1.51 4.24 1.72 5.41 0.02* 

GSE Total 3.14 0.47 2.85 0.55 18.05 0.06** 

Grade 12 marks 3.17 0.81 2.77 0.69 12.58 0.04** 

Financial stress 2.18 0.89 2.44 0.92 3.91 0.01* 
** p < .01 
* p < .05 

The results of Hotelling’s T-test revealed a significant multivariate main effect for academic performance 
(promoted vs non-promoted), F(13, 278) = 3.04, p = 0.00; Hotelling’s T² = 0.14, partial Ƞ² = 0.12.  
According to results from the MANOVA administered, significant univariate main effects were obtained 
for the GHQ-12 full-scale, GHQ-12 social dysfunction subscale, GHQ-12 anxiety subscale, GHQ-12 loss 
of confidence subscale, MSPSS total scale, and MSPSS family subscale.  Significant differences 
between the two groups were also found in terms of the GSE, Grade 12 marks, and financial stress. 

The non-promoted group scored higher than the promoted group on the full-scale GHQ-12, F(1, 292) = 
9.17, p < 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 0.03.  The non-promoted group scored higher than the promoted group on 
the GHQ-12 social dysfunction subscale, F(1, 292) = 7.57, p < 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 0.03.  The non-promoted 
group also scored higher than the promoted group on the GHQ-12 anxiety subscale (F[1,292] = 6.83, p 
< 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 0.02) and the GHQ-12 loss of confidence subscale, F(1, 292) = 8.76, p < 0.01, partial 
Ƞ² = 0.03.  The promoted group scored significantly higher than the non-promoted group on the MSPSS 
full scale, F(1, 292) = 4.70, p < 0.05, partial Ƞ² = 0.02.  The same applied to the MSPSS family subscale, 
F(1, 292) = 5.41, p < 0.05, partial Ƞ² = 0.02.  The promoted group scored significantly higher than the 
non-promoted group on the GSE, F(1, 292) = 18.05, p < 0.01, partial Ƞ² = 0.06.  In terms of Grade 12 
marks, the promoted group scored higher than the non-promoted group, F(1, 292) = 12.58, p < 0.01, 
partial Ƞ² = 0.04.  The non-promoted group scored higher on financial stress, F(1, 292) = 3.91, p < 0.05, 
partial Ƞ² = 0.01. 

3.6 Predictors of university academic performance 
This aspect of the study focussed on identifying significant predictors of academic performance as 
represented by students’ average marks obtained from the university marks system.  A stepwise linear 
regression analysis was performed to identify predictors of academic performance.  The results appear 
in Table 8. 
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Table 8. Predictors of university academic performance 

Predictor df Cum.R² β t-value 

Grade 12 marks 1 0.11 0.33 6.00** 

GHQ-12 social dysfunction 1 0.15 -0.21 -3.82** 

MSPSS significant other 1 0.17 0.13 2.42* 

Family responsibility 1 0.18 -0.11 -2.06* 
** p < .01 
*   p < .05 

Stepwise regression identified four significant predictors of academic performance (F(4, 291) = 15.99, 
p < .01).  Collectively, the four variables in the model explain 18% of the variance (R² = 0.18) in university 
academic performance.  The strongest predictor of academic performance was grade 12 performance 
(r= 0.33,  p < 0.01).  The second strongest predictor was GHQ-12 social dysfunction (r = -0.21, p < 0.01).  
MSPSS significant others was also a significant predictor of academic performance (r = 0.13, p < 0.05).  
Finally, family responsibility predicted academic performance (r = -0.11, p < 0.05). 

The above results suggest that university academic performance is positively correlated with Grade 12 
marks, thus, the higher the Grade 12 marks, the higher the university marks tend to be.  There is a 
negative correlation between university academic performance and MSPSS social dysfunction, 
suggesting that the higher the social dysfunction, the lower the university marks.  There is a positive 
correlation between university marks and social support from significant others, suggesting that higher 
levels of social support are associated with higher university academic performance.  A negative 
correlation between university academic performance and family responsibilities suggests that higher 
levels of family responsibility are associated with lower university academic performance. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The study investigated the differences between first-generation and continuing generation students on 
a range of psychosocial and demographic variables.  It was found that continuing generation students 
experienced higher levels of overall perceived social support, social support, as well as perceived social 
support from both family and significant others.  It was also found that first-generation students 
experienced significantly higher financial stress than continuing generation students. These findings 
highlight some of the vulnerabilities and challenges experienced by first-generation students, specifically 
in terms of potentially inadequate social support and high levels of financial stress. 

In a comparison between failing and passing students, it was found that failing students experienced 
more overall psychological distress than passing students.  In addition, failing students experienced 
more anxiety, loss of confidence, and social dysfunction than passing students.  The failing group also 
scored lower than the passing group on measures of overall social support, social support from family, 
from friends, and from significant others.  Additionally, the failing group experienced lower levels of self-
efficacy than the passing group, as well as lower Grade 12 marks.  This section of the study provides 
valuable insight into the factors associated with academic success.  Following these results, it can be 
suggested that social support, anxiety, loss of confidence, social dysfunction, overall psychological 
distress, self-efficacy, and Grade 12 performance are significant factors associated with tertiary 
academic success. 

In a comparison between promoted and non-promoted participants, it was found that the non-promoted 
group experienced higher overall psychological distress, anxiety, social dysfunction, loss of confidence, 
and financial stress than is the case for the promoted group.  The non-promoted group experienced less 
overall social support and less social support from family in particular, as compared to the promoted 
group.  The non-promoted group also experienced significantly less general self-efficacy than the 
promoted group.  Lastly, the non-promoted group reported lower Grade 12 marks than did the promoted 
group. 

Following analysis aimed to identify predictors of university academic performance, it was found that 
university marks are positively correlated with Grade 12 marks, thus, the higher the Grade 12 marks, 
the higher the university marks tend to be.  There is a negative correlation between university academic 
performance and social dysfunction, suggesting that the higher the social dysfunction, the lower the 
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university marks.  There is a positive correlation between university marks and social support from 
significant others, suggesting that higher levels of social support are associated with higher university 
academic performance.  A negative correlation between university academic performance and family 
responsibilities suggests that higher levels of family responsibilities are associated with lower university 
academic performance. 

This study served to identify differences between FGS and CGS on a range of psychosocial and 
demographic variables.  This means that we are now able to isolate particular challenges experienced 
by FGS and thus tailor intervention and support structures to address the needs of these students in an 
effort to promote their chances of academic success.  The study also identified predictors of academic 
success, which again allows for the formulation of targeted support strategies. 
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