
Abstract

This article reports on a qualitative study that evaluated first-year students’ lived experiences of attending 
a 12-week student support programme focused on fostering mind-sets. Participants included 545 first 
year Engineering students enrolled for academic studies at a South African university. All participants 
completed qualitative narrative sketches depicting their experiences. A random sample of 300 students’ 
narrative sketches was included as data in the qualitative study. The data were analysed using thematic 
analysis, and Dweck’s theory on mind-sets served as the theoretical lens through which the data were 
interpreted. The results indicate that the majority of students experienced significant personal growth from 
attending the student support programme. Additionally, the findings point to the relevance and 
importance of offering student support programmes focused on exploring mind-sets to first-year students. 
The results of this exploratory study suggest that mind-set theory should be considered as an essential 
component when advising first-year South African Engineering students. Furthermore, we make a case 
for the relevance of positive psychology-based development programmes for first-year students.
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Introduction

What good are positive emotions in an educational context? Positive psychologists claim 
that positive emotions can broaden and build students’ thought and skill repertoires, improve 
resilience, and enhance academic performance (Duckworth & Seligman, 2005; Fredrickson, 
2001; Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014). It is against this backdrop that positive psychologists 
further argue that the three traditional “r’s” of education, namely reading, (w)riting and (a) 
rithmitic, should be augmented with three equally important “r’s”, namely reasoning, resilience, 
and responsibility (Gardner, 1999; Seligman & Adler, 2018).

Seligman and others contend that students should be supported in pursuing holistic 
academic wellbeing (Nelson & Low, 2011; Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 
2009). In other words, students should be supported to attain academic success to 
become fully functioning human beings (Seligman et al., 2009). Accordingly, researchers 
have called for a more holistic conception of student success that encompasses not only 
academic achievement but also the cultivation of non-cognitive factors such as social 
intelligence, flourishing, and positivity (Anderson, 2016; Sinclair, 2019). Dweck (2006) 
supports this view and contends that the mind-set a person adopts is crucial in the pursuit of 
academic success and wellbeing.

Dweck’s view is supported by seminal researchers, such as Chickering and colleagues 
who pointed to the importance of students’ psychosocial development in relation to identity 
formation during the university experience (Chickering, 1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993; 
Chickering & Gamzon, 1991). Likewise, Astin (1984, 1999) referred to the concept of 
student involvement and emphasised the importance of physical and psychological energy 
that students devote to academic practice. However, Tinto (1993) explained that student 
retention results from the student’s longitudinal engagement with the formal and informal 
components of the university setting. Thus, from the perspectives of Chickering (1969), 
Astin (1984, 1999) and Tinto (1993), students and the university structures share a 
responsibility to ensure optimal engagement and holistic development.

Although previous studies have accumulated critical knowledge on the importance of 
students’ individual attributes and the features of the university setting concerning the academic 
success and wellbeing of students, some issues remain underexplored (Adler, Seligman, Tetlock, 
& Duckworth, 2016; Anderson, 2016; Bowers & Lopez, 2010). For example, the 
operationalisation of mind-set within the student support context has received little attention, 
especially within a South African setting (Mason, 2019; Van den Bergh, 2018). Assisting 
students in developing growth mind-sets could not only help them in enhancing academic 
performance, but also aid in improving the capacity to deal effectively with a range of life 
challenges (Anderson, 2019). Hence, the promotion and subsequent empirical study of 
mind-set within the context of student support is an area worthy of further investigation (De 
Villiers, 2014; Van den Bergh, 2018).

Journal of Student Affairs in Africa | Volume 9(2) 2021, 199-216 | DOI: 10.24085/jsaa.v9i2.2206200



In light of these arguments, we report on a study that explored students’ lived experiences 
of attending a 12-week interactive student support programme focused on operationalising 
the notion of growth mind-sets within the context of higher education. The article has been 
organised in the following way: first, the study is framed concerning relevant literature, then 
the qualitative methodology that guided the empirical study is presented, and next the findings 

from the qualitative study are discussed. The article is concluded by summarising the main 
findings  discussing limitations, and proposing avenues for future research.

Mindset: Theoretical Conceptualisation

Intelligence, specifically general intelligence, refers to an abstract combination of cognitive 

abilities that conveys strong evaluative associations with a variety of positive life outcomes, such 
as employment, income status, and overall life success (Sternberg, Grigorenko, & Bundy, 
2001). When measured using IQ tests, the construct of intelligence has traditionally been 
viewed as a significant predictor of academic performance (Anastasi & Urbina, 1997). 

However, recent research has indicated that certain collateral factors such as motivation and 
test fitness strongly influence IQ test scores (Foxcroft & Roodt, 2013). Furthermore, research 

by Duckworth and Seligman (2005, 2006) has indicated that grit, which refers to the 
passionate and dedicated pursuit of meaningful goals, is a better predictor of positive life 
outcomes, including academic achievement, than traditional IQ measures. In this regard, 
Dweck and Leggett (1988) argue that a person’s implicit theory of intelligence – the 
foundational beliefs about intelligence – is a significant predictor of positive life outcomes. 

Dweck and colleagues built on these ideas and proposed the theory of mind-set (Diener & 
Dweck, 1978; Dweck, 1999; Dweck & Leggett, 1988).

The theory of mind-set proposes that people hold certain assumptions or implicit theories 
about aspects such as intelligence and personality (Yeager & Walton, 2011). These assumptions 
point to people’s perceptions of, amongst other things, their capacity to change, their 
engagement in learning, and their motivation (Yeager, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2013). Thus, 
the concept of a mind-set refers to a mental model of one’s perspective of the self, the 
malleability of personal attributes and the relationship with the world (Anderson, 2019; 
Yeager et al., 2013).

Dweck (2006) differentiates between two classifications of mind-set, namely fixed mind-
set and growth mind-set. A fixed mind-set, also referred to as an entity theory of intelligence, 

and refers to the personally held belief that a person has a pre-established and set range of 
skills, talents, and abilities. Individuals who hold fixed mind-sets may erroneously interpret 

learning encounters as threatening to their psychological wellbeing because they 
regard themselves to be limited in terms of skills, talents, and abilities. Moreover, those who 
hold a fixed mind-set tend to personalise failure as indicative of personal shortcomings. 
Hence, students who adopt a fixed mind-set tend to avoid challenging learning experiences 

and are likely to be disengaged (Dweck, 2006).
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In contrast, the growth mind-set, which is also referred to as the incremental theory of 
intelligence, suggests that people can develop the skills required for, amongst other things, 
academic success through purposeful effort (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007). 
Compared to the fixed mind-set, a growth mind-set can be regarded as a more empowering 
stance that students can adopt concerning academic-related tasks. Students who develop 
growth mind-sets tend not to personalise failure, but consider it as a vital element of the 
learning journey (Dweck, 2006).

Research by Blackwell et al. (2007) and Dweck (2012) found that students who adopted 
growth mind-sets were more motivated and less anxious, and performed better 
academically. Dweck (2006) proposes that students’ mind-sets can be changed from rigid 
and inflexible to open and flexible by shifting the focus from a results orientation to a process 
orientation. Thus, a focus on meaningful engagement versus an exaggerated emphasis on 
the outcome could promote a growth orientation. The transformation from a fixed mind-
set to a growth mind-set can be facilitated via student support programmes that encourage 
greater self-awareness and optimism, emphasise a process-based focus, and highlight the 
significance of psychological flexibility in the face of challenges (Anderson, 2019; 
Meevissen, Peters, & Alberts, 2011; Van Lingen, George, & Persence, 2019). Additionally, 
addressing the basic psychological needs of autonomy (experiencing a sense of self-
directedness); competence (mastery experiences) and relatedness (social connectedness) 
could promote positivity and motivate students to engage proactively in the academic 
process (Ryan & Deci, 2017). More research is needed to explore the value of mind-set-based 
support programmes offered to students (Anderson, 2019; Dweck, 2006), especially within a 
South African context (De Villiers, 2014; Van den Bergh, 2018; Van Lingen et al., 2019).

Goal of the study

This article reports on a study that explored qualitatively the experiences of first-year 
students who attended a 12-week support programme (hereafter referred to as ‘the 
Programme’). The Programme focused on facilitating the development of growth mind-sets 
among participants. The study was guided by the following research question: What are 
students’ lived experiences of attending the Programme?

The Programme

The Programme sought to involve students in reflective and experiential learning focused 
on facilitating a smooth transition from the school environment to the university context. 
Thus, the Programme fell into the ambit of the first-year experience (FYE) initiative, which is 
focused on supporting students in navigating the transition from secondary and tertiary 
education (Nyar, 2018).
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Furthermore, the Programme aimed to assist students in reframing the FYE as an 
opportunity for growth, development, and self-discovery. Thus, the Programme adopted a 
process-based focus and emphasised the importance of self-directedness, mastery experiences, 
and social engagement.

The Programme was presented over a 12-week timeframe comprising one 90-minute 
contact session per week that was scheduled in students’ timetables. The main topics addressed 
during the Programme were self-awareness, motivation, and problem-solving. Each contact 
session started with reflective exercises and short videos relevant to the topic that was used 

with permission from LifeXchangeTM (https://lifexchangesolutions.com/). The contact 
sessions consisted of individual self-assessment and interactive small group and class 
discussions, presentations by the facilitator and self-development homework exercises. The 
participants completed the narrative sketches, indicating their experiences of the Programme, 
in week 12.

Since the Programme was not part of the students’ curriculum and therefore not credit- 
bearing, the participants were not obligated to attend the sessions. However, because the 
Programme was scheduled in students’ timetables, and the faculty supported the initiative, 
attendance was strongly encouraged.

Research Method

Research design

A qualitative design, positioned within a phenomenological approach, was adopted to 
conduct the study (Creswell, 2014; Giorgi, 2009). The phenomenological approach focuses 
on understanding, interpreting and reporting on the lived experiences of participants. 
A phenomenological approach was regarded as appropriate for the research focused on 
developing an empathetic understanding of the lived experiences of a particular phenomenon 
(the experience of attending the Programme) among a sample of first-year university students 
(Creswell, 2014; Giorgi, 2009).

Research context

The study was conducted at a large South African residential university that boasts a total 
population of approximately 60 000 enrolled students. The student population is diverse in terms 
of sex, race, and language and accurately resembles the broader South African demographics 
(Statistics South Africa, 2016). Data for this study were collected from students enrolled for 
studies in Engineering due to the authors’ work-related affiliation within the specific faculty.
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Sample

Data for this study were collected using narrative sketches from a total of 545 first-

year Engineering students who participated in the Programme. No biographical data were 
collected from students as the focus of the study was on the Programme and not on assessing 
age, sex or other variables in relation to students’ experiences.

Unlike qualitative interviewing, narrative sketches are limited because researchers cannot 
pose follow-up questions or use probes to explore participants’ responses in-depth (Giorgi, 
1985). In light of this limitation, and to ensure that an adequate number of participants’ points 
of view were considered, it was decided to include a random sample of 300 students’ narrative 
sketches as data in the study. Data saturation was achieved after reviewing approximately 220 
narrative sketches. However, to ensure that no new themes emerged, it was decided to analyse 
the full complement of 300 narrative sketches.

The random sample was selected using the ‘RANDBETWEEN’ function in Excel. First, 
numbers were allocated to all narrative sketches and the sampling frame was created in Excel. 
Then, the ‘RANDBETWEEN’ function was used to select a random sample comprising 300 
numbers. The final sample was double-checked to ensure that no duplicates were included in 

the sample.

Data collection and procedure

Data were collected using narrative sketches, which are described as documents written by 
participants to depict their stories and perspectives about a specific qualitative phenomenon 

being investigated (Giorgi, 1985). In the study, participants were requested to write about 
their experiences of attending the 12-week student support programme. Specifically, students 

were invited to share their experiences of attending the Programme in a narrative format. 
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The 300 Narrative sketches varied in length from one to three handwritten pages. An 

example of an anonymised narrative sketch is provided in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Example of a narrative sketch

Data analysis

Data were analysed by following five interrelated and iterative steps (Giorgi, 2009; Henning, 
Van Rensburg, & Smit, 2011). First, the researchers engaged in the process of familiarisation 
by reading the narrative sketches multiple times. At this stage of the analysis, a deliberate 
attempt was made to bracket personal experiences through qualitative memo writing. Second, 
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a process of coding commenced at a granular level by attaching labels to words, phrases, and 
sentences. During the second phase, the researchers engaged in ongoing reflective discussions 
that allowed them to reach a consensus on the coding framework. Third, codes were combined 
into meaningful units. Fourth, the meaning units were transformed into psychologically 
sensitive descriptive expressions. This step also included classifying meaning units into broad 
themes and subthemes. Fifth, the synthesis of a general structure of the individual psychological 
elements of participants’ experiences of attending the Programme was conducted (Giorgi, 
2009; Henning et al., 2011).

Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) guidelines for qualitative research were adopted to enhance 
the trustworthiness of the findings. The following measures were implemented to strengthen 
the trustworthiness of the qualitative interpretation: collecting rich data through narrative 
sketches; participant verification fully describing the research method and procedure; and 
ongoing reflective practice through qualitative memo writing.

Research ethics

The university where data were collected granted permission to conduct the study (Ref. 
number: REC/2019/11/003). All identifying information (e.g., surnames, names, and student 
numbers) was treated confidentially and removed before the data analysis. No course credit 
or financial benefits were offered for participation. All participants gave individual written 
informed consent.

Findings and Discussion

The qualitative analysis revealed four central themes, namely (1) From resistance to 

buy-in, (2) Awareness, (3) Insight, and (4) Learning and growing. Collectively these 
themes point to a journey of transformation where students entered the university 
context in a state of uncertainty characterised primarily by a fixed mind-set. The 
transformation process was facilitated through participation in the Programme. The end-
state contrasted with students’ initial experiences and was characterised by a sense of 
realistic optimism, confidence, and trust in their abilities to deal with the challenges 
entrenched in the university context.

In the next section, the four qualitative themes are discussed, followed by a discussion of 
the underlying principles and inferences that emerged after the analysis. The referencing 
system in parenthesis denotes participant numbers (e.g., P#1 for Participant 1).

From resistance to buy-in

The qualitative analysis revealed that participants initially presented with low buy-in and 
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resistance towards the Programme. Amongst others, Participant 151 explained that the 

contact sessions appeared “useless at first”. Other participants also expressed this sense of 

resistance; for example, Participant 207 indicated that he/she initially “felt offended … when 

making us reflect on ourselves”. Participant 285 agreed: “At first I didn’t want to do these 

classes.”
Mason and Nel (2011) reported similar findings concerning initial low buy-in and 

resistance from a sample of first-year students who attended a psychosocial student support 
programme. From Astin’s (1984) student involvement perspective, the data suggested 
students invested limited psychological energy during the initial stages of the Programme. 
Similarly, through the lens of Tinto’s (1993) conceptualisation, there was a limited 
engagement between students’ pre-existing attributes and the features contained within the 
Programme. However, following the initial resistance, students in the particular study 
reported significant personal growth (Mason & Nel, 2011). This led the authors to speculate 
that future programmes could do well to ensure proper buy-in from students and faculty in 
an attempt to manage resistance and promote psychosocial development (Chickering, 1969; 
Mason & Nel, 2011).

Similar to the students in the Mason and Nel (2011) study, participants’ initial 
resistance and negative orientations (“At the beginning of the course I had a fixed mind-
set and was always negative” P#162) were replaced by reports of finding significant value 
from attending the Programme. For example, Participant 151, who had initially expressed 
strong opposition, explained that “as useless as these classes seemed at first, I kept attending 
… it made me more independent and helped to take charge of the future.” Other 
participants exclaimed that the Programme “should be compulsory for all students” (P#208), 
and “Life skills (the Programme) is the best … it was perfect” (P#207).

The similarities between the study reported here and the Mason and Nel (2011) study 
were that the support initiatives were compulsory add-on programmes that did not offer 
clear initial tangible benefits such as academic credit to students. Thus, it seems that students 
may consider add-on programmes as onerous when the benefits are not directly evident. 
In this regard, one participant noted that initially, the Programme was “boring and time-
consuming…academically it did not help that much” (P#38).

However, when the benefits such as holistic development and personal growth, 
became palpable, participants appeared more motivated to participate. Moreover, the fact 
that the Programme addressed students’ basic psychological needs of autonomy (“the classes 
helped me become more independent” P#286), competence (“I learned so many new things 
… I grew as a person” P#223) and relatedness (“We had fun in this programme and got to 
know each other better” P#217), appears to have resulted in favourable experiences and 
greater awareness. The importance of buy-in and support from faculty could also not be 
overstated, as participant 293 attested: “Thank you so much to our dean for this 
opportunity.”
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This theme indicates that the low initial buy-in and resistance to participating in the Programme 

was replaced by higher levels of motivation and indications of significant personal growth. We 

speculate that a combination of becoming aware of the benefits addressing basic psychological 

needs, and the support from faculty played vital roles in creating buy-in from students.

Awareness

Participants’ qualitative accounts shared a common thread around the stressful reality of 
the FYE. Amongst others, one participant explained: “[S]ince this is my first year, I found 
it overwhelming” (P#145). The sense of being overwhelmed during the FYE 
highlighted the need for the Programme, as another participant explained: “Before this 
programme I struggled a lot…my life was not good…the classes [Programme] changed 
everything” (P#158). Participants agreed that the Programme assisted them in developing 
the capacity to address numerous stressors associated with the FYE. These stressors included 
academic concerns (“The Engineering course, the academic work is not easy…” P#9), 
intrapersonal challenges (“I never had self-confidence … I never had positive thoughts …” 
P#12), interpersonal relationships (“Before the programme I had insufficient confidence to 
speak to others” P#147), and personal doubts (“I came to see that I can pass this course…I used 
to believe that I don’t belong and that I’m not good enough” P#144).

The stressful reality of the FYE has been well documented in the literature (Grøtan, Sund & 
Bjerkeset, 2019; Mason, 2017) and participants’ perspectives suggest that awareness of the 
challenges and finding support are critical components of addressing stressors. Explicitly, 
participants explained that they had developed an understanding that stressors can be managed 
(“The course enhance my self-belief. I now know that I can go for the things that I want. It’s 
not just about winning” P#44). Moreover, participants noted that attending the Programme 
had a significant effect on their awareness that stressors within the university are normative 
experiences and that they can adopt strategies in dealing with demands in constructive ways. 
This level of understanding is consistent with the mind-set theory, which suggests that persons 
who adopt a growth mind-set are more likely to embrace change and stressors as opportunities for 
growth (Blackwell et al., 2007).

Insight

Due to the ubiquitous nature of stress during the FYE (Grøtan, Sund, & Bjerkeset, 2019; 
Mason, 2017), students must develop, amongst other things, the mind-sets required for success 
(Yeager & Dweck, 2012). From participants’ narrative sketches, it became apparent that they had 
gained insight into the dynamics of mind-sets by partaking in the Programme. Amongst other 
things, participants shared personal insights into how they reframed negative interpretations 
and experiences to opportunities for growth. In this regard, Participant 10 explained that “it 
kiohn
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was at first that everything was seen as impossible … since I started attending the lesson [the 
Programme], things started to change … it all started with a mind-set and an attitude change 
…” Participant 14 agreed and explained: “I did some introspection and came to understand 
that there is an underlying philosophy … it’s about how I make decisions.” This thematic idea 
was crystalised by Participant 120, who shared that “in life there will always be hurdles … 
you have to challenge yourself and step out of your comfort zone ….”

Gaining personal insight into the self in relation to the world is a critical feature in 
psychological and mind-set literature (Anderson, 2019). From a psychological perspective, the 
concept of insight refers to the process of understanding a specific phenomenon, such as the 
demanding FYE, in a new or novel way (Hill & Kemp, 2016). Mindset theory emphasises a 
person’s intrinsic motivation to learn and draw inferences about the self, the world, and the 
self in relation to the world (Yeager & Dweck, 2012). Furthermore, a growth mind-set 
encompasses the belief that intelligence, including psychological flexibility and problem-
solving skills, can be developed through learning and effort (Yeager et al., 2013). What 
emerged from participants’ feedback was that participation in the Programme helped to 
establish the insight that they could be active agents in deciding how to interpret the 
challenges associated with the FYE. The following quote, by Participant 149, illustrates this 
interpretation: “What inspired me to study Engineering was that I loved fixing things…I now 
know if things don’t go my way that I shouldn’t just change my goals, but I can find different 
ways of achieving my goals” (P#149).

The quote by Participant 149 points to a new or novel way of understanding that he/she 
can reason and decide on a course of action when confronted by life challenges. Moreover, 
it illustrates the understanding that the ability to make choices can influence participants’ 
essential life goals “I came to understand myself as a power that can influence the story of my 
life” (P#150).

Learning and growing

The qualitative analysis revealed that participants had gained numerous benefits from 
attending the Programme. Amongst other things, participants pointed to significant personal 
development and growth. According to Participant 142, the Programme had played a crucial 
role in “widening my views. I came to understand that we are all unique, so we see 
things differently … you have to put in the work to make you better.”

Furthermore, the data indicated that participants had been assisted in developing meaningful 
visions of the future “… want to achieve a doctorate degree in engineering” (P#143) that 
boosted motivation “I have set my goals higher and I am more determined than 
ever” (P#213), promoted goal-directedness “I have set my goals higher and I am more 
determined than ever” (P#113), and encouraged engagement in their academic studies 
“The values, principles and knowledge that I gained have a direct on my academic 
kjuitgdcvghiij  
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studies” (P#229). According to some participants, the Programme had direct benefits 
concerning success during the university experience. Participant 149 explained that the 
Programme “encouraged me not to drop out”. Others commented on the development of 
academic skills “I acquired so many skills … learning and study skills that helped me to 
develop an academic plan that resulted in better grades” (P#154).

The qualitative analysis further revealed that certain benefits extended beyond the classroom 
setting. Specifically, participants pointed to developing a sense of humour “The programme 
helped me develop a sense of humour … can laugh at things now” (P#233) and the relevance 
of values in guiding life decisions “I learned humility – giving credit where it is due…
interdependence – relying on others and working together … vulnerability – asking for help 
when I don’t know” (P#45). The notion of mind-set cuts across various life domains. 
Hence, the cultivation of a growth mind-set can benefit students beyond the immediate 
academic demands and assist in developing responsible citizens who are focused on 
contributing to the greater good (Duckworth, 2016; Dweck & Leggett, 1988).

The benefits associated with attending the Programme could be summarised as a journey 
from predominantly fixed mind-sets “I was always afraid of making mistakes” (P#287) to a 
growth orientation “I learned that I can make choices and work hard to achieve what I 
want” (P#39). According to Dweck (2006), the schooling system often entrenches a fixed 
mind-set in students due to several factors. Therefore, the provision of support mechanisms, 
such as the Programme, seems vital in developing the non-intellective skills that could 
augment academic-related skills.

Qualitative themes: Discussion

This study has indicated that the Programme had a meaningful qualitative effect on students’ 

mind-sets. Additionally, the study supported the arguments from, inter alia, Chickering (1969), 

Astin (1984, 1999) and Tinto (1993), that students and the university share a responsibility to 

promote student involvement and holistic development. However, the findings are only 

valid for students’ data at a single South African university within a specific faculty and year of 

study. As a result, the generalisability of the findings is limited. However, from the 

qualitative analysis we drew five specific inferences that may be relevant and 

transferable to other contexts.
First, the findings suggest that academic content ought to be augmented with student 

support programmes that focus on non-intellective factors, such as mind-set. Amongst other 
things, the inclusion of factors that promote reasoning, resilience, and responsibility could 
not only enhance the core academic curriculum but also holds promise for the holistic 
development of students (Seligman et al., 2009; Sinclair, 2019). Consequently, the 
findings reported here support the existing literature that calls for greater emphasis on non-
intellective factors as avenues to support students during the FYE and other initiatives 
(Duckworth, 2016; Dweck, 2006; Mason, 2019).
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Second, student support programmes that focus on mind-set expose students to non- 
intellective factors that they may otherwise not have experienced in other contexts. In this 
regard, Participant 151 mused that the Programme “taught me what I wouldn’t have learned 
anywhere else in the world … I started to understand myself … I started to grow up.”  Although 
the self-help and science-help literature have become thriving industries (Duckworth, 2016; 
Dweck, 2006; Kucharski, 2018), very few of these programmes are directed explicitly at 
the needs of first-year students in a South African context (Van Heerden, 2015). One of 
the significant contributions of this paper is that it highlights the importance of 
operationalising findings from empirical studies, such as mind-set, into easily digestible 
support programmes for first-year students.

Third, student support initiatives – such as the Programme – that focus on enhancing 
students’ sense of positivity can broaden perspective and build skillsets. In this respect, 
Fredrickson (2004) postulates that positive emotions do not only widen one’s view of the 
world, but also allow persons to enter states that are conducive to more significant learning, 
critical thinking, creativity, and problem-solving. When considering the stressful nature of the 
FYE (Grøtan et al., 2019; Mason, 2017; Nyar, 2018), the cultivation of positivity seems non- 
negotiable, as is evidenced in a plethora of international studies (Duckworth, 2016; Dweck, 
2006).

Fourth, although we argue that student support programmes are critical developmental 
initiatives, they are often viewed as add-on activities existing on the periphery of the academic 
project (Van den Bergh, 2018; Van Heerden, 2009). Consequently, low buy-in from 
faculty and students alike may serve as barriers towards the implementation and 
effectiveness of such support initiatives (Mason & Nel, 2011). Hence, high-level support 
from faculty seems vital in ensuring that support programmes are implemented and prioritised 
in the context of the curriculum. Furthermore, buy-in from students is a critical component 
in ensuring that support programmes have an effect.

Fifth, generating evidence for the efficiency of support programmes has become a 
critical aspect in the higher education context (Mason, 2019; Van den Bergh, 2018). 
Specifically, this study has highlighted the importance of engaging in scholarly practice by 
empirically studying students’ experiences of support programmes, amongst other things. It is 
suggested that staff involved in student support should also consider embracing the 
principles of programme monitoring and evaluation when offering programmes to students. 
The benefits of adopting a monitoring and evaluation approach in student support, such as 
obtaining qualitative evidence depicting students’ lived experiences, can assist in ensuring that 
support initiatives move from the periphery of the academic project to the heart of access and 
success (Mason, 2019; Van den Bergh, 2018; Van Lingen et al., 2019).
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Conclusion

This article reported on a qualitative study that explored first-year students’ experiences 
of attending a student support programme (‘the Programme’). The findings indicate that 
participants experienced significant growth and development from attending the Programme. 
Furthermore, the data analysis revealed that participants’ initial experiences were transformed 
from low buy-in, resistance and a fixed mind-set to embracing positivity and a growth- 
orientated mind-set. The findings also suggested that the cultivation of positivity, which is not 
necessarily an element of the traditional academic curriculum, can be introduced by 
developing and offering students support programmes based on mind-set theory.

The study presented certain limitations. In the first place, the study was conducted at a 
single South Africa university at a specific point in time. Therefore, the possibility of 
gaining a different qualitative picture within a different context or at another point in time 
cannot be excluded. Second, data were collected using narrative sketches. Even though the 
sample size was relatively large, narrative sketches do not provide the mechanisms to explore 
participants’ perspectives in greater depth. However, if we collected data using interviews, it 
would have been possible to examine additional aspects of participants’ experiences further. 
Such an approach would have allowed for a more holistic and nuanced understanding of, 
amongst other things, outlier voices within the sample. Third, we did not collect 
biographical information, which prevented us from reporting on the age, sex and other 
specifics of the sample. Fourth, the study did not account for the influence of various 
collateral factors that influence the FYE. These factors include students’ pre-university and 
schooling experiences, socio-economic status, motivation to study Engineering, and social 
circumstances while studying, for example, living on campus and maturity. Such factors 
could have influenced some participants’ perspectives concerning the value of the 
Programme. Fifth, the study’s theoretical framework did not account for students’ 
openness towards learning and personal growth. Students’ understanding of self is subject to, 
among other things, openness to learning and personal growth. Hence, the assumptions 
that students were equally open to learning and personal growth, could have introduced 
subjective bias in the study design.

Researchers should consider the findings and limitations reported here to advance 
understanding by investigating the role of mind-set and related positive psychology-based 
support programmes in promoting holistic student success. Further data collection is also 
required to determine precisely how positive psychology-based student support programmes 
affect the academic success of first-year students. Even though there is evidence that positive 
psychology programmes show encouraging effects on students’ levels of reported wellbeing, 
the reference to the impact of such programmes on academic performance remains scant. 
Lastly, the wide-scale availability of positive psychology-based support programmes for 
students via online platforms is an area that seems relatively underexplored. Researchers  
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are advised to include measures of students’ openness towards learning and self-growth in 

future studies to develop a more in-depth understanding of different conceptions between 

students.
This article bears testament to the relevance of focusing on the holistic development of 

students. In this regard, student development and support units, academia and faculty have 
critical roles to play in developing reasoning, resilient, and responsible students. When we set 
out conceptualising and presenting the Programme to students, the guiding vision was to 
provide support in managing the transition from secondary school to university and making 
the FYE meaningful. The qualitative findings suggest that this vision was realised, 
as Participant 238 explained: “2019 was the most difficult year of my life … this 
programme taught me that life is about choices … it has given me hope” (P#238).
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