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Abstract 

 

The student profile at Stellenbosch University (SU) has changed significantly since the 1990s. 

This can be linked to the implementation of various measures and policies aimed at increasing 

diversity and inclusivity at the institution. However, even though there has been a marked increase 

in the representation of black African, coloured, Indian and Asian (BCIA) students at SU over 

recent decades, the demographics remain unrepresentative of the overall demographics of the 

South African population, of which less than 10% are white. One of the policy tools that falls under 

the transformation plan is the recruitment bursary (Stellenbosch University, 2019:19). The 

recruitment bursary is an affirmative action policy formally implemented by SU in 2014, and is 

aimed at increasing the representation of BCIA students at SU through providing funding for the 

studies of academically strong BCIA students.  

The effects of the recruitment bursary, on both representation and academic performance, are 

empirically investigated in this thesis. The findings build on two fields of research: affirmative 

action, and social identity. Regarding the former, this thesis aimed to build on existing evidence 

on the impacts, both negative and positive, of affirmative action policies in higher education, and 

how these policies affect the academic performance and representation of minority and/or 

previously disadvantaged groups. Secondly, this thesis investigated the interaction between 

affirmative action and social identity, specifically the role of stereotype threat, in determining the 

academic performance of students who find themselves in the minority out-group.  

Stereotype threat, as described by Steele (1997), presents in situations where individuals are made 

aware of the negative stereotypes associated with the social group they belong to. This awareness 

could negatively affect performance. Additionally, this thesis investigates psychological (creative) 

strategies to avoid the negative effects of stereotype threat. One of these processes is known as 

double-valuation, in which students from stigmatised groups are made aware of positive 

stereotypes of their social group, leading to higher levels of motivation and performance (Derks, 

van Laar, & Ellemers, 2007:226). The award of academic funding by BCIA students on the basis 

of racial identity and academic merit can, then, have heterogeneous impacts since the identities 

being made salient are associated with positive (i.e. high performer) and negative (BCIA) status 

stereotypes. 

The main findings from this thesis are as follows: First, the representation of BCIA students 

amongst the undergraduate SU student body is indicated to have increased over the period since 
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the recruitment bursary’s introduction. Second, least squares regression analysis provides evidence 

of a significant positive relationship between the receipt of the recruitment bursary and academic 

performance at SU. Third, results suggest important moderating relationships between a student’s 

social identity, relative ranking whilst at high school, bursary type (i.e. whether targeted at 

academic merit or financial need), and academic performance. However, the exact mechanisms 

through which these factors interact will need further analysis. 
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Opsomming 

 

Die studenteprofiel aan Stellenbosch Universiteit (SU) het sedert die 1990's aansienlik verander. 

Dit kan gekoppel word aan die implementering van verskeie maatreëls en beleide wat daarop 

gemik is om diversiteit en inklusiwiteit by die universiteit te verhoog. Alhoewel daar 'n merkbare 

toename in die verteenwoordiging van swart Afrikaanse-, bruin-, Indiër- en Asiatiese (BCIA) 

studente aan SU oor die afgelope dekades was, bly die demografie egter nie verteenwoordigend 

van die algehele demografie van die Suid-Afrikaanse bevolking, waarvan minder as 10% is wit. 

Een van die beleidsinstrumente wat onder die transformasieplan val, is die werwingsbeurs 

(Stellenbosch University, 2019:19). Die werwingsbeurs is 'n regstellendeaksie-beleid wat formeel 

deur SU in 2014 geïmplementeer is, en is daarop gemik om die verteenwoordiging van BCIA-

studente by die Universiteit te verhoog deur befondsing te verskaf vir die studies van akademies 

sterk BCIA-studente. 

Die impak van die werwingsbeurs, op beide verteenwoordiging en akademiese prestasie, word 

empiries in hierdie tesis ondersoek. Die bevindinge bou op twee velde van navorsing: regstellende 

aksie en sosiale identiteit. Met betrekking tot eersgenoemde, het hierdie tesis daarop gemik om op 

bestaande bewyse oor die impak, beide negatief en positief, van regstellendeaksiebeleide in hoër 

onderwys te bou, en hoe hierdie beleide die akademiese prestasie en verteenwoordiging van 

minderheids- en/of voorheen benadeelde groepe beïnvloed. Tweedens het hierdie tesis die 

interaksie tussen regstellende aksie en sosiale identiteit, spesifiek die rol van stereotipe bedreiging, 

in die bepaling van die akademiese prestasie van studente wat hulself in die minderheidsbuitegroep 

bevind, ondersoek. 

Stereotipe bedreiging, soos beskryf deur Steele (1997), kom voor in situasies waar individue bewus 

gemaak word van die negatiewe stereotipes wat verband hou met die sosiale groep waaraan hulle 

behoort. Hierdie bewustheid kan akademiese prestasie negatief beïnvloed. Daarbenewens 

ondersoek hierdie tesis sielkundige (kreatiewe) strategieë om die negatiewe effekte van stereotipe 

bedreiging te vermy. Een van hierdie prosesse staan bekend as dubbelwaardering, waarin studente 

uit gestigmatiseerde groepe bewus gemaak word van positiewe stereotipes van hul sosiale groep, 

wat lei tot hoër vlakke van motivering en prestasie (Derks, van Laar, & Ellemers, 2007:226). Die 

toekenning van akademiese befondsing deur BCIA-studente op grond van rasse-identiteit en 

akademiese meriete kan dus heterogene impakte hê aangesien die identiteite wat opvallend gemaak 
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word, geassosieer word met positiewe (d.w.s. hoëpresteerder) en negatiewe (BCIA) 

statusstereotipes. 

Die hoofbevindinge van hierdie tesis is soos volg: Eerstens word aangedui dat die 

verteenwoordiging van BCIA-studente onder die voorgraadse SU-studentekorps oor die tydperk 

sedert die inwerkingstelling van die werwingsbeurs toegeneem het. Tweedens lewer regressie-

analise bewys van 'n beduidende positiewe verband tussen die ontvangs van die werwingsbeurs en 

akademiese prestasie aan SU. Derdens dui resultate op belangrike modererende verhoudings 

tussen 'n student se sosiale identiteit, relatiewe rangorde terwyl hy op hoërskool was, tipe beurs 

(d.w.s. of dit op akademiese meriete of finansiële behoefte gerig is), en akademiese prestasie. Die 

presiese meganismes waardeur hierdie faktore interaksie het, sal egter verdere ontleding benodig. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background and context 

With a history that can be traced back to 1859, Stellenbosch University (SU) is the second oldest 

university in South Africa (Stellenbosch University, 2020). In addition to being one of the oldest 

universities, it is also one of the most selective and research-intensive, ranking as the third best 

university in the country after the University of Cape Town and the University of Witwatersrand 

(CWUR, 2020). However, despite its prestige, SU has a history of strong connections to the 

apartheid movement in South Africa during the 1900s (SAHO, 2017), as well as racial 

discrimination — SU was reserved for white students up until the late 1970s (SAHO, 2017). This 

has, among other factors, contributed to the slow transformation and improvement of the racial 

diversity of the student body and staff working at the university (Gibbon, 2010:67).  

There are several reasons to improve diversity and equality at educational institutions. One such 

reason is the positive effects that a racially and ethnically diverse student body can have on learning 

outcomes, including active thinking skills, intellectual engagement, and motivation (Gurin, et al., 

2002:334). Additionally, most students enrolled at tertiary education institutions are in late 

adolescence and early adulthood. These represent unique stages during which individuals develop 

a sense of personal and social identity. Individuals going through this process are more likely to 

develop a strong identity that relates best to themselves if the environment they are in is one where 

they are likely to be confronted with diversity and complexity. This will force them to make 

decisions based on new and more complex perspectives, rather than passive decision-making based 

on past experiences (Gurin, et al., 2002:334).  

Moreover, tertiary education institutions can create an environment that fosters interaction among 

a diverse student body that may be vastly different from the home environment of many students. 

This is particularly relevant to South Africa where society remains highly racialised and significant 

levels of spatial separation between race groups is present (White, Ballard, Hamann & Kreisberg, 

2017:5). This lack of diversity may hinder the development of identity, based on new experiences 

and relationships. Therefore, many students may enter SU without having the experience of 

dealing with diverse peers. Consequently, through instituting policies such as the recruitment 

bursary that is aimed at creating a diverse student body, genuine interactions between different 
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social identity groups are fostered, providing the first opportunity for many students to learn from 

a diverse group of peers (Gurin, et al., 2002:336).  

In addition to the influences that diversity has on learning outcomes and achievement, policies 

directed at transformation can also partially correct for persistent inequality in South Africa by 

increasing the opportunity for intergenerational mobility amongst students from historically 

disadvantaged and minority groups. Even though the average years of schooling of South Africans 

has witnessed significant improvements generally since the 1970s, and particularly among 

previously disadvantaged groups (Louw, van der Berg & Yu, 20017:564). However, black African, 

coloured, Indian and Asian (BCIA)1 students are still underrepresented at SU, in 2018 they only 

made up 35.9% of the student body at the university.  

A distinct gap in educational achievement between low- and high-income students has continued 

to widen in recent years (Dynarski, Libassi, Michelmore & Owen, 2018:1). A contributing factor 

to this disparity is lower levels of academic preparedness as a result of the poor quality of schooling 

that low-income students receive (Dynarski, et al., 2018:1). This is pertinent in South Africa, 

where inequality in the quality of schooling is high. It is now well-established that there are two 

distinct schooling systems in South Africa, one comprising mostly poor, historically disadvantaged 

schools and the other comprising mostly wealthier, historically advantaged schools. These two 

groups of schools have significantly different levels of grade 12 (matric) performance, with the 

first weaker performing group average being 45% and the stronger performing group average of 

almost 60%. However, as evidenced by Hoxby and Avery (2012), even when university students 

receive good marks and are prepared well for university, there are still significant differences in 

college enrolment and the quality of college attended between low- and high-income students.  

Determining the drivers of the persistent and high levels of inequality in South Africa is key to 

improving equality in the country. Analysis performed by Hundenborn, Leibbrandt and Woolard 

(2018) found that labour market income is the largest contributing factor to the high levels of 

income inequality in South Africa. Furthermore, educational attainment and the quality of 

education received plays a significant part in determining success in the labour market, and the 

receipt of quality education is still strongly related to socioeconomic status (Branson & Leibbrandt, 

                                                 
1 This grouping of students, and the associated acronym, is officially used by Stellenbosch University in order to 

define and track trends in student diversity.  
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2013:5). The inequalities in the education system are another factor that contributes to the divisions 

in labour market success by social class (Branson & Leibbrandt, 2013:6).  

Evidence shows that the unemployment rate of graduates in South Africa is significantly lower 

than the overall unemployment rate in the country (van Broekhuizen, 2016:2). Moreover, in terms 

of labour market income, a person who obtained a post-secondary diploma would on average 

receive an 8% to 18% premium over someone with a secondary education qualification and 

obtaining a bachelor’s degree would lead to a premium of 18% to 52% over someone with a basic 

education qualification (van Broekhuizen, 2011:67).  

Additionally, the demand for labour has shifted away from low-skilled work like agriculture and 

towards industries that need highly skilled workers (Branson & Leibbrandt, 2013:6). This means 

that many individuals from previously disadvantaged groups who are unable to gain access to high 

quality education and tertiary education qualifications are often not able to find employment with 

good wages (Leibbrand, Finn & Woolard, 2012:33). Therefore, it is important to increase the 

number of BCIA graduates from lower-income households, as this would contribute to decreasing 

the high levels of income inequality in South Africa.  

To improve diversity, equality and transformation at the institution, the management of SU has 

introduced several affirmative action policies, including language2 policies, racial quotas in 

university residences3 and several bursaries and financial aid programs4. These policies are put in 

place to redress inequalities in access to higher education and promote the opportunities of 

marginalised groups. A rigorous understanding of the effects that these policies have at tertiary 

education institutions, particularly with regards to academic success, is important to provide 

minority and previously disadvantaged groups increased opportunities to succeed.   

This thesis seeks to explore the effects of one such policy, the recruitment bursary — a bursary 

reserved for academically strong BCIA5 students who are strong academically — on the academic 

performances of BCIA undergraduate students, diversity and transformation at the university. The 

findings in this thesis build on two interrelated fields of research: affirmative action and social 

                                                 
2
  Language Policy of Stellenbosch University  

3
 Management guidelines for the application of the placement policy for the 2019 student intake  

4
 Bursaries and Loans 

5
 The legislative basis for racial classification was introduced in 1950 and it divided South Africans into racial groups: 

Whites, Natives (Blacks), Indians and Coloured people (SAHO, 2019). 
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identity. Regarding the former, this thesis aims to build on existing evidence on the impact of 

affirmative action policies in higher education, and how these policies affect the academic 

performance and representation of minority and/or previously disadvantaged groups.  

Secondly, this thesis will investigate the interaction between affirmative action and social identity, 

specifically the role of stereotype threat, in determining the academic performance of students who 

find themselves in the out-group. Stereotype threat, as described by Steele (1997), presents in 

situations where students are made aware of the negative stereotypes associated with the social 

group they belong to, and that this awareness could negatively affect performance. There are 

several mechanisms through which individuals can avoid the negative effects of the stereotype 

threat, the most relevant one for this thesis being that of the double-valuation process. This process 

is enabled where students from stigmatised groups are made aware of the positive stereotypes of 

their social group, leading to higher levels of motivation and performance (Derks, van Laar, & 

Ellemers, 2007:226).  

1.2  Historical background of Stellenbosch University 

The origins of Stellenbosch University (SU) dates as far back as 1859, when the Theological 

Seminary of the Dutch Reformed Church was inaugurated, followed by the establishment of the 

Stellenbosch Gymnasium in 1866 (SAHO, 2020). Additionally, in 1886, Victoria College was 

unveiled, which established several new faculties over the following years (Stellenbosch 

University, 2020). In 1918, after the introduction of the University Act by the Union of South 

Africa in 1916, and the receipt of a donation of £100 000 by J.H Marais, Victoria College became 

Stellenbosch University (SAHO, 2020). 

Like many other old and often prestigious institutions in South Africa, SU has a long history of 

racial discrimination, strong links to the formulation of the Apartheid ideology and the introduction 

of Afrikaans as an academic language, leading to its central role in the growth of Afrikaner 

Nationalism in the 1900s (SAHO, 2020). Between the years of 1919 and 1978, every South African 

prime minister had been part of the alumni at SU, suggestive of inextricable ties between the 

institution and the Apartheid regime that ruled South Africa for almost five decades until the first 

democratic elections in 1994 (SAHO, 2020).  
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Until the late 1970s, SU was reserved exclusively for white students until the acceptance policy 

was changed to include BCIA students in 1977. The university residences remained racially 

segregated up to the late 1990s, and, up until 2015, there were still several buildings and statues 

dotted around the university campus commemorating Apartheid figures. Subsequently, these have 

been removed as part of SU’s effort to create a more inclusive and welcoming academic and social 

environment (De Vos, 2013). 

SU’s student profile has changed significantly since the 1990s as various measures and policies 

aimed at increasing diversity and inclusivity at the institution have been implemented. In 1990, 

only 5.4% of the student body was BCIA. In 2012, this proportion had increased to 33.1% of the 

student population, and by 2018 41.5% of the student body is BCIA. Although this indicates a 

marked increase in the representation of BCIA students at SU between 1990 and present-day, the 

demographics are still not representative of the overall demographics of the South African 

population, of which less than 10% are white.  Racial and cultural diversification and 

transformation of SU’s student and staff bodies has arguably been slow. One of the key factors 

behind the slow and laboured transformation experienced at SU, apart from stark income-

inequality and poor educational outcomes that BCIA students face in South Africa, is the language 

policy implemented by the institution.  

1.3 Policy changes introduced by Stellenbosch University to improve diversity 

With the end of Apartheid in the 1990s, the university introduced English as a medium of 

instruction on a limited basis to accommodate the increase in non-Afrikaans speaking students and 

facilitate increased diversity at the institution. In 2014, the university adopted a new policy on the 

language of instruction at SU which expressed parallel-medium of instruction at the university in 

English and Afrikaans (Salome, 2019). The current language policy implemented at SU is one that 

aims to provide equitable access to students, compared to the equal offering of English and 

Afrikaans promoted by the language policy in 2016 (Stellenbosch University, 2016). It aims to 

utilise multilingual teaching and communication to create an inclusive environment where no 

student or staff member is excluded from participating in SU activities (Stellenbosch University, 

2016). 

These changes have not come without controversy, however, and many Afrikaans speaking, 

mostly white, stakeholders have opposed the decision, particularly as the changes to the language 
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policy threatened their social status and identity. Additionally, Afrikaans speaking BCIA students 

opposed the decision due to pragmatic and identity reasons.6 The opposition to the language policy 

change was so strong it ended up in the Constitutional Court, where the ruling was in favour of the 

multilingual language policy. Given the role that Afrikaans had played in maintaining racial 

exclusion SU, this ruling was historic not only for the university but the country as a whole7.  

The approach implemented by SU to further diversify and transform the student body and the 

university as a whole is encapsulated by the Transformation Plan of Stellenbosch University8. The 

Transformation Plan aims to coordinate, facilitate and advance transformation as an embedded, 

systematic, inclusive and integrated process at SU (Stellenbosch University, 2019:6). Additionally, 

it intends to broaden access to students regardless of socio-economic background.  

A policy tool that falls under the transformation plan is the recruitment bursary (Stellenbosch 

University, 2019:19). The recruitment bursary is an affirmative action policy implemented by SU 

that is aimed at increasing the representation of BCIA students at SU through providing funding 

for the studies of academically strong BCIA students. However, before its formal introduction in 

2014, SU implemented several different iterations of the bursary program with the earliest iteration 

in 2010. At this time, the first bursary offer was R30 000 per annum for the duration of the degree 

program, conditional on the academic performance and financial means of students. The academic 

conditions were that the student had to achieve a minimum of a 60% average across their grade 12 

exams.  

In 2011 and 2012, the university increased the minimum average mark of eligibility to 65% and 

increased the bursary amount to R32 000 per annum. Additionally, 2011 was the first year in which 

the then informal offer of a recruitment bursary also included a guaranteed place in a university 

residence, although students were responsible for covering these accommodation costs. In 2013, 

the monetary size of the bursary remained the same, but the minimum average mark at grade 12 

level was increased to 70%. At the time of the formal introduction of the recruitment bursary 

program in 2014, a student was eligible to receive a bursary offer if they achieved a minimum 

grade 12 average of 70%, and the bursary would cover the tuition costs of their undergraduate 

                                                 
6
 Constitutional Court approves Stellenbosch University's English language policy  

7
 English prevails in Stellenbosch University language battle.  

8
 Transformation Plan of Stellenbosch University  
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degree. Similar to the 2011 bursary, the bursary offer would include a guaranteed place in a 

university residence, but accommodation costs were not included in the bursary.  

In addition to the recruitment bursary, there are several other bursary programs that students 

enrolled at SU can take advantage of. These bursaries fall into three main groups, namely, 

institutional SU bursaries, the national student financial aid scheme (NSFAS) and private 

bursaries. SU bursaries included bursaries offered by the university to students who excel at sports, 

and merit bursaries that are awarded to students based on their academic performance in grade 12. 

Additionally, the university offers many general and faculty specific bursaries that are available to 

academically strong and/or financial needy applicants. The recruitment bursary can, then, be 

considered a specific type of SU bursary. 

Private bursaries are bursaries offered by private companies or individuals to students who study 

at SU. These are usually limited to specific faculties and departments and may offer smaller 

monetary amounts to a smaller number of students when compared to the other bursary programs. 

These bursaries are often merit-based and reserved for South African citizens. 

The NSFAS was formally established by an Act of Parliament in 1999 and its goal was to ensure 

that disadvantaged South African citizens had access to funding in to participate in tertiary 

education, regardless of their financial means (De Villiers, Van Wyk, Van Der Berg, 2013:6). The 

funding from NSFAS comes in the form of bursaries and loans for students who are registered at 

a tertiary education institution. The amount of funding that each tertiary education institution 

receives from NSFAS is determined by the racial composition of students at the institution, which 

may explain why less than 10% of SU students have NSFAS (De Villiers, et al., 2013:8). 

1.4 Research objectives and summary of key empirical findings 

In this thesis, the main stereotype threat under consideration is a racially-based one. Considering 

BCIA students represent the minority at SU, they would find themselves to be members of the 

outgroup in many contexts. As noted by Pyne and Means (2013), a university campus, representing 

a highly privileged and unfamiliar environment for many, can be experienced by especially low-

income and first-generation students as both friendly and hostile, and empowering and 

disempowering. This implies that there is an opportunity for wellbeing and performance to be 
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negatively affected by stereotype threat (as will be discussed in more detail in the second chapter 

of this thesis).  

Placement in residences and access to bursaries that are based in affirmative action can, 

unfortunately, make salient the negatively stereotyped social identity of low-status groups. It 

becomes important, then, to find strategies such as double valuation (also discussed in chapter 

two), that can improve the effectiveness of affirmative action policies such as the recruitment 

bursary. Through making BCIA students aware of multiple personal and social identities, 

particularly positive ones such as those linked to one’s academic capabilities, can function to 

counter the negative stereotype threat experienced.  

To answer the research questions and meet the objectives posed, this study makes use of a 

longitudinal administrative dataset of students registered for undergraduate studies at Stellenbosch 

University between 2008 and 2018. Trends in BCIA representation following the informal and 

formal introduction of the recruitment bursary are analysed using a egression Discontinuity in time 

framework. Descriptive tabulations and graphics are employed to discern changes in the 

composition of BCIA first-year students at Stellenbosch University generally, and in the Economic 

and Management Sciences faculty specifically. Correlates of academic performance during the 

first semester at university are also descriptively analysed.  

Multivariate regression analysis is employed to identify whether the receipt of a recruitment 

bursaries and/or access to other institutional structures and facilities have the potential to 

circumvent lower academic performance linked to minority group status whilst on SU campus. It 

should be mentioned that although the analysis controls for a wide array of background and 

individual-level variables, the empirical method does not control for unobserved heterogeneity or 

selection into degree programs that may confound the coefficients of interest. Therefore, none of 

the findings are interpreted as indicative of the causal effect of the recruitment or other bursaries 

on academic performance, but rather investigates the correlates of the academic performance of 

BCIA students enrolled in the EMS faculty. 

The main findings from this thesis are as follows: First, the representation of BCIA students 

amongst the undergraduate SU student body increased during the period that the recruitment 

bursary was introduced. Second, least squares regression analysis provides evidence of a 

significant positive relationship between the receipt of the recruitment bursary and academic 
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performance at SU. Third, results suggest important moderating relationships between a student’s 

social identity, relative ranking whilst at high school, bursaries and academic performance. 

However, the exact mechanisms through which these factors interact will need further analysis. 

The remainder of this thesis is structured as follows: First, chapter two summarises the existing 

literature and empirical evidence on affirmative action policies and bursaries in tertiary education, 

and discusses the conceptual frameworks of stereotype threat, social identity and social 

comparison, and their relationship to academic performance. Chapter three presents a description 

of the dataset utilised and the empirical methodology that will be applied to identify the different 

effects of the recruitment and other bursaries on academic outcomes. This is followed by chapter 

four in which the results are presented and discussed. The final chapter of this thesis concludes 

and provides direction for potential future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Affirmative action policies, often utilised at universities and colleges, are aimed at rectifying past 

injustices suffered by discriminated groups through providing equal opportunities, for example, 

access to tertiary education. Given the long-lasting effects of apartheid policy on BCIA families 

in South Africa where according to Maluleke (2019) white people on average earned three times 

more than black Africans, more than 20 years after apartheid ended. Furthermore, in the same 

report Maluleke (2019) stated that annual median expenditure for white South Africans was around 

10 times higher than that of black African South Africans. For these reasons, affirmative action 

policies are often aimed at students who come from historically disadvantaged social groups. 

However, even though affirmative action policies are implemented with good intentions, the 

outcomes of these policies are not always clear cut.  

This chapter summarises existing literature on affirmative action policies in higher education 

settings, and how they fared in terms of meeting their intended goals. Evidence from both high-

income and low- and middle-income (LMIC) country settings are considered. This is followed by 

a discussion of the theoretical and conceptual frameworks adopted in this thesis. In particular, the 

importance of social identity and social comparison and their relationship with academic 

performance. 

2.1 Affirmative action policy in higher education 

One way of assessing the effects of affirmative action policies is to observe outcomes following 

their removal. Grodsky and Kurlaender (2010), for example, analyse the effects of the removal of 

sex- and race-based affirmative action policies in public education through the passing of 

Proposition 209 in the state of California in 1996. They find that even though minority enrollment 

increased at community and private colleges, minority enrollment at more selective institutions in 

the state of California decreased by 1%. This, they concluded, indicated a decrease in the average 

quality of tertiary education for minority students. However, subsequent research by Arcidiacono, 

Aucejo, Coate and Hotz (2014: 2) indicated that minority groups were 4.4% more likely to 

graduate. These findings suggest that affirmative action policies in the higher education setting 

may not affect the overall enrollment or graduation of minority groups rates negatively but affect 

the quality of colleges or universities at which students from minority groups enrol.  
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More recently, a study by Thibaud (2019) investigated the spillover effects of increased exposure 

to elite institutions amongst underrepresented groups on improved intergenerational mobility. The 

policy in question was the first of its kind in France, where the tertiary institution Sciences Po, 

signed agreements with schools in low-income areas to increase diversity at the institution. Results 

showed that once an agreement was signed between Sciences Po and high schools, students from 

these schools enrolled disproportionally more at Sciences Po (Thibaud, 2019:4). Moreover, there 

was an overall increase in enrolment at top tertiary education institutions from lower-income 

schools involved in the program (Thibaud, 2019:4). Again, these findings indicate that the 

introduction of affirmative action policies was related to increased enrollment and opportunities 

for minority or previously disadvantaged students at more selective institutions. 

In an LMIC context, Onsongo (2009) reviewed the effects of the affirmative action policies 

implemented in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania aimed at improving women’s access to universities 

and redressing the effects of past discrimination. In Kenya and Tanzania, there was a lower 

admission cut-off point for female students applying to university, whilst Uganda implemented a 

1.5-point scheme whereby female students were given an additional 1.5 points on their entrance 

examination scores (Onsongo, 2009:77). Evidence for the efficacy of these policies was found in 

the form of a significant positive effect on the proportion of women admitted to tertiary education 

institutions (Onsongo, 2009:79). 

India has also employed affirmative action policies through strict and binding quotas in tertiary 

education in favour of disadvantaged groups. In some states, quotas affect up to 50% of 

admissions. These policies have contributed to significantly different admission standards into 

tertiary education institutions for disadvantaged groups. Findings from Frisancho and Krishna 

(2016), who studied the 2008 graduating class from an elite engineering institution, indicate that 

students benefiting from the affirmative action policies were poorer than other students in their 

class. This displays effective targeting of minority students and successful redistribution of 

admissions from students from more affluent households to those from poorer households. 

An evaluation of affirmative action policies in Malaysia offers a case that is similar to that of South 

Africa, in the sense that the current political and racial majority represents the previously 

disadvantaged group in the country. Malaysia introduced several affirmative action policies as part 

of the New Economic Policy (NEP), which was championed by the politically dominant majority 
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group to improve the economic opportunities and status of previously disadvantaged groups, 

relative to economically better-off minorities (Guan, 2005:211). The NEP was a wide-ranging 

scheme of preferential policies aimed at the Malay community, including quotas at public tertiary 

institutions that were implemented between 1971 and 1990 (Guan, 2005:213). In 1980, Malays 

accounted for 46% of enrolments within tertiary education, with most Malay students graduating 

from the Arts faculty rather than the Science, Engineering or Medical faculties (Guan, 2005:214). 

By 1999, this number had increased to approximately 56% at all tertiary institutions, and 73% at 

public institutions where the ethnic quotas were enforced (Guan, 2005:214). Therefore, the 

introduction of affirmative action policies had a significant positive impact on the opportunities 

afforded to the Malay ethnic group in terms of participation in tertiary education and the wider 

economy. 

Although most institutions introduce affirmative action policies intending to promote equity and 

equality of opportunity, criticisms are often raised. First, critics express apprehension to a policy 

that could lead to students being allowed to enrol at tertiary institutions that they are not sufficiently 

prepared for (Thibaud, 2019:1). In this case, students benefiting from affirmative action 

interventions will have to catch up to their peers. Evidence from India indicates that students who 

benefited from affirmative action policies do seem to fall behind their peers in their respective 

courses (Frisancho & Krishna, 2016:613). Nevertheless, this doesn’t mean that these students 

would learn less than their peers: Frisancho and Krishna (2016) find that underprivileged students 

show higher levels of improvement compared to better-off students when rewriting their exams.  

Another reason for apprehension to affirmative action policies is the possibility that it may 

reinforce bad stereotypes of minority groups, in addition to possibly leading to reduced efforts 

from underrepresented groups who benefit from these policies (Thibaud, 2019:1). For example, 

evidence from Brazil shows that preferential treatment from affirmative action policy led to a 

reduced effort from students who had a higher likelihood of being accepted into tertiary education 

institutions (Frisancho & Krishna, 2016:615).  

However, other research finds conflicting results. A paper that considered the effects of racial 

quotas at the University of Brasilia found that these policies didn’t lead to a reduction in the effort 

of students who benefitted from the policy (Francis & Tannuri-Pianto, 2012:755). In addition to 

this, further evidence from a two-player contest game finds that the most efficient response to 
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affirmative action in competitive environments is to increase effort levels (Franke, 2010:5). The 

mechanism, in this case, is that the implementation of affirmative action decreases the level of 

heterogeneity between players that arises from discrimination, which leads to a more balanced and 

competitive playing field, which translates into higher effort levels from both players (Franke, 

2010:5).  

Additionally, opponents of affirmative action policy argue that the policies hurt the individuals 

they are supposed to help. This notion is based on the mismatch hypothesis (Arcidiacono, et al., 

2014:1), which states that minority students who gain access to selective institutions because of 

affirmative action policies may be worse off academically as they may be unprepared for the 

academic environment at these institutions (Frisancho & Krishna, 2016:612). Additionally, the 

hypothesis states these students may perform better academically if they attended institutions more 

in line with their high school achievement levels.  

Frisancho and Krishna (2016) find evidence of the mismatch hypothesis in India, where 

disadvantaged students in more selective majors experience higher levels of stress and feelings of 

not belonging. These effects may be put down to the effects of stereotype threat, which will be 

expanded on in the next section of the literature review. Nevertheless, there is conflicting evidence 

from Brazil which finds that the mismatch hypothesis had no significant negative influence on 

affirmative action recipients’ academic performance (Francis & Tannuri-Pianto, 2012:755).  

Notwithstanding the possible negative effects of affirmative action policies, increasing evidence 

from Arcidiacono, Aucejo and Hotz (2016) advocates that, in general, affirmative action policies 

do not contribute to a decrease in educational outcomes from minority or underrepresented 

students in tertiary education. 

2.2 Merit- and need-based bursaries in higher education 

With the rise of routine-bias technological change (Katz & Autor, 1999; Goldin & Katz, 2007, 

2010), it has become increasingly important for the youth to attain higher education qualifications 

to avoid the risk of being exposed to automation. Consequently, access to tertiary institutions 

should not be influenced by a family's income or wealth. The implementation of merit-based 

scholarships programs offers one means to promote access to and attainment of higher education 
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and its subsequent qualifications, as well as reward and motivate students who perform well 

academically (Heller, 2006:7).  

The US has witnessed significant growth in the popularity of large, state merit-based scholarship 

programs over recent decades. This trend could be accredited to the enactment of the HOPE 

Scholarship program in 1993 in Georgia, which, since its implementation, saw 14 other states 

introduce similar broad-based merit scholarship programs (Heller, 2006:4). Merit-based aid does 

come with its benefits: it increases the probability of students attending college, as well as, shifting 

students away from two-year schools and towards four-year schools (Dynarski, 2002:1).  

Unfortunately, evidence suggests that merit scholarships, which utilise measures like secondary 

school grades and standardised test scores to determine who receives funding, results in 

scholarships being disproportionately granted to students who would be able to attend higher 

education institutions without the financial assistance from these scholarships (Heller & Marin, 

2004:20). Furthermore, these programs do not play any significant role in decreasing the gaps in 

participation rates in higher education; for example, the Georgia HOPE Scholarship increased 

racial gaps in college attendance (Dynarski, 2002:1).  

In contrast, need-based aid programs have played a significant role in increasing access to higher 

education and attainment of higher education qualifications for students from minority or 

previously disadvantaged social groups (Heller & Marin, 20014:20). These contrasting effects are 

troubling when we consider that, in 2003, grants and scholarships based on the financial needs of 

the student and their family made up less than a third of what several states in the US spent on 

merit-aid (Heller & Marin, 2004:15). Therefore, as the recruitment bursary program at SU is at 

least partially merit-based, it is important to discuss the literature on merit-based scholarships to 

understand whether they are the most equitable use of resources, and which students benefit from 

these scholarship programs. 

One of many merit-based scholarship programs in the US was proposed in 2004 by Mitt Romney 

in Massachusetts. It planned to offer free tuition at public higher education institutions to students 

who placed in the top 25% in the states’ standardised assessment, with the aim of retaining the top 

students within the state, and preventing a brain drain. The proposal was met with little support, 

however, given the strong correlation between high school academic performance and 

race/ethnicity, so that the program disproportionately benefited students from richer school 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 

 25 

districts and favoured mainly white suburban students (Heller & Marin, 2004:26). As a result, a 

significantly smaller proportion of minority students would be eligible for merit-based financial 

aid (Dynarski, 2002:20).  

The disproportionate distribution of the scholarships can be understood best when comparing the 

proportions of different racial and ethnic groups in each state, and the proportion of state 

scholarships that would be received by each group. In Massachusetts in 2004, African-American 

students made up 6.6% of the school population, but would only receive 1.4% of state scholarships. 

In comparison, white students made up 71.9% of the school population and would receive over 

85% of state scholarships under the proposed program (Heller & Marin, 2004:33).  

In contrast, federal government funding is means-tested and strongly focused on low-income 

students such that in 2003, 98% of federal grants were awarded to students that came from families 

in the first and second quartile, in terms of their family income (Heller, 2006:5). Furthermore, 90% 

of recipients grew up in families who had an income of less than $40 000 (Dynarski, 2002:2). In 

contrast, when examining the distribution of state merit grants, 57% of the grants were awarded to 

students whose families were in the top two quartiles of household income (Heller, 2006:5).  

An inexpensive, targeted and personalised effort to influence the college decisions of low-income 

students was implemented by Dynarski et al. (2018) called the High Achieving Involved Leader 

(HAIL) scholarship. The HAIL scholarship was aimed at influencing the college choices of low-

income students by addressing three issues; the uncertainty about their suitability for selective 

schools, incorrect estimates about the costs of college and technical barriers to entry (Dynarski, et 

al., 2018:1).  

High-achieving students, their parents and principals were encouraged to apply to the most 

selective college in their state and promised four years of tuition-free of fees with no requirement 

to fill in financial aid forms. All students who were included in the HAIL scholarship program 

would have been eligible for financial assistance without the program, however, the program made 

them aware of the funding possibilities. The difference between this intervention and previous 

studies which made students aware of their aid eligibility is that previous interventions didn’t 

reduce uncertainty about the four-years of tuition-free education (Dynarski, et al., 2018:2). 
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The authors found that the HAIL scholarship had significant positive effects on the college 

application, enrolment, and the choice of college of students. The probability of high-achieving, 

low-income students applying to the University of Michigan increased from 26% among the 

control group to 67% among students receiving treatment (Dynarski, et al., 2018:2). Furthermore, 

the probability of treated students applying at a selective college increased from 13% to 28%. 

These results indicate that a low-cost intervention can significantly alter a student’s application to 

and enrolment at highly selective colleges.  

Furthermore, the HAIL scholarship had significant effects on the likelihood of applying to and 

attending more selective tertiary education institutions. This is similar to the findings of Hoxby 

and Turner (2013) who showed that informing high-performing, low-income students about 

colleges they could get into, with guidance on how to apply, led to a significant increase in 

application to, and the likelihood of enrolling in, college.  

Additional evidence comes from Londono-Velez, Rodriguez and Sanchez (2017) who found that 

a Colombian national scholarship initiative — translated to “Being a Good Student Pays Off” — 

covering tuition and living expenses at selective universities for students from low-income 

households led to a significant doubling of enrollment amongst low-income students. Furthermore, 

this initiative generally moved high-performing, low-income students to more selective 

institutions. 

Institutional grants provide more financial (merit- and need-based) aid to students than federal and 

state grants combined. Similar to the findings above, institutional merit-based grants 

disproportionally favoured students from the top two income quartiles, with 58% of these grants 

received by this group. However, an interesting finding in terms of institutional need-based grants 

is that 46% of the grants went to students in the top two quartiles, compared to less than 3% of 

federal funding and 16% of state need-based grants (Heller, 2006:6). 

Generally, evidence indicates that state-based merit programs have no significant impact on 

decreasing the gaps in college participation between higher- and lower-income students, majority 

and minority racial groups (Heller, 2006:7). Additionally, students from minority groups are also 

least likely to receive state merit scholarships and for these reasons, merit-based scholarships are 

more likely to increase the enrolment gaps between minority and majority groups, whilst evidence 
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suggests that need-based grants are the best instruments to increase access to higher education for 

students that have historically been underrepresented in this domain (Heller, 2006:7).  

Additionally, experiences from states that have implemented merit-based scholarship programs 

suggest that first, there is no evidence that it addresses the state's brain drain problem, as there is 

no relationship between students studying in the state and them contributing to the state economy 

after they have graduated; second, the scholarships are awarded to the ‘wrong’ students who do 

not need supplementary funding (Heller & Marin, 2004:41).   

Several changes can be made to merit-based scholarship programs to improve the equity and 

effectiveness of these programs. First, student performance should be ranked relative to the school 

they attended, rather than a state-wide ranking. This would triple the number of African-American 

and Hispanic-American students who would have received scholarships (Heller & Marin, 

2004:39). However, students from poorer households that attended schools with higher proportions 

of minority students would still be less likely to qualify for merit-based scholarships (Heller & 

Marin, 2004:39).  

Secondly, a means-test or income cap should be applied to ensure that the program doesn’t 

inequitably benefit students from wealthier families, who do not necessarily need financial aid 

(Heller & Marin, 2004:70). Additionally, minority students should receive early and timely 

notification about their eligibility for financial aid, allowing more time for students to prepare 

academically and their families to prepare financially.  

Finally, there needs to be increased funding and educational resources for primary and secondary 

education institutions in minority or previously disadvantaged areas to improve their preparation 

and skill levels (Heller & Marin, 2004:71). These resources should include academic and career 

counselling, additional tuition, social services, and technological resources.  

2.3 Social identity, stereotype threat and academic performance 

As mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, an individual’s personal and social identity can 

impact their academic performance. According to Hinkley, Marsh and McInerney (2002), identity 

is made up of three main components: First, the individual's locus of control; second, there is the 

cultural dimension which pertains to their levels of individualism or collectivism towards their 

group; and third, there is a social identity which assesses intergroup behaviour and attitudes. The 
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focus of the discussion here will be on the latter two identities. These can be defined as the 

psychological processes that people use through comparison and evaluation to place themselves 

into different social groups (Hinkley, et al., 2002:3). Social identity plays a key role in the 

relationships that individuals build within their groups to distinguish themselves from others, and 

in-group behaviour such as positive treatment of members of their groups compared to others (Van 

Laar, Derks, Ellemers & Bleeker, 2010:602).  

Stereotype threat theory, introduced by Steele (1997) and a key concept for this thesis, utilises 

social identity theory in its hypothesis. The simple idea of social identity theory described by Hogg, 

Terry and White (1995) is that individuals can be sorted into different social groups depending on 

characteristics of, for example, ethnicity, nationality, and language. The social groups to which an 

individual belongs provide a definition of who they are (self-concept) depending on the relative 

importance and contribution that each social group makes to an individual’s overall concept 

(Hogg, et al., 1995:260). Furthermore, group membership can result in prescriptions of an 

individual's attributes and how they are expected to behave in relevant domains (Hogg, et al., 

1995:260). 

The main principles derived from social identity theory (SIT) are: first, individuals aim to maintain 

or improve their self-esteem, to hold a positive self-concept (Tajfel, et al., 1979:59). Second, the 

theory argues that different social groups, being associated with positive and negative stereotypes 

within separate domains, influences whether or not group membership is perceived as positive or 

negative (Tajfel, et al., 1979:60). A positive social identity is, therefore, influenced significantly 

by the comparisons that can be made between the in-group and relevant out-groups (Tajfel, et al., 

1979:60). Third, when an individual experiences inadequacy in their social identity, and therefore 

low self-esteem, they will try to either disassociate from their existing group, or alter perceptions 

towards their existing group to be more positive (Tajfel, et al., 1979:60).  

Consequently, SIT in combination with the stereotype threat can be used to partially explain the 

relatively poor performance of minorities in status defining domains, such as educational settings. 

According to Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev (2000), settings where different groups interact with each 

other, such as tertiary education institutions, are inherently threatening environments to an 

individual’s social identity and increases the salience of one’s group membership. A study by Van 

Laar, Levin and Sinclair (2008) examined the effect of affirmative action programs on recipients’ 
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academic performance and found that stereotype threat as opposed to affirmative action might be 

the contributing factor to poor academic performance. 

Generally, Steele (1997) describes a stereotype threat as a situation where individuals are faced 

with negative stereotypes of the social group they belong to, leading to several factors which are 

discussed below that may affect their performance in status-defining domains9. Furthermore, a 

stereotype threat affects performance when a group’s negative stereotype is made salient and is 

linked or made relevant to their performance in certain domains (Paladino, Poddesu, Rauzi, Vaes, 

Cadinu & Forer, 2009:223). 

There are two main types of stereotype threats: personal identity stereotype threat and social 

identity stereotype threat. Social identity stereotype threat is a concern for the group, where a 

student feels their group may be negatively affected by a stereotype. Personal identity stereotype 

threat, a concern for self, is when a student is worried that they will be negatively affected by the 

stereotyped beliefs held about their group (van Laar, et al., 2008:298). Furthermore, there is a 

distinction as to how different stereotype threats may impact a student’s performance, where 

students with high levels of ethnic identification are affected by social identity stereotype threat 

and those with low levels of ethnic identification are affected by personal identity stereotype threat 

(van Laar, et al., 2008:298).  

Therefore, when individuals who belong to a low-status group find themselves in out-group 

domains, there is an increased perception amongst these individuals that their competence, ability 

and skills are being judged compared to negative stereotypes. This creates a threat to their social 

identity, which may lead to increased anxiety, decreased ability to concentrate, and lower levels 

of trust towards the institution and their environment from the extra effort expended on avoiding 

the negative stereotypes (Van Laar, et al., 2008:297).  

However, according to Steele (1997), stereotype threat is more likely to affect the academic 

performance of a student from a stigmatised group if academics is an important part of their 

                                                 
9
 To discuss how social identity and stereotype threat affects previously disadvantaged and minority students (low-

status), in- and out-group domains need to be defined. Out-group domains, from the perspective of low-status groups, 

are areas where high-status groups usually outperform low-status groups. These areas are usually status-defining 

domains, such as educational and work environments. In-group, or alternative domains are areas in which the low-

status group achieves better outcomes than the high-status group (van Laar, et al., 2010:604). 
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personal identity.10 However, when considering students of colour, those most invested in their 

academics (i.e. academically identified) were more likely to withdraw from educational 

institutions, whilst identification with academics didn’t significantly influence the withdrawal of 

white students (Osborne & Walker, 2006:563). This indicates the importance of a supportive and 

inclusive environment for all students, even for those who are academically successful (Osborne 

& Walker, 2006:563). 

Consequently, if BCIA students identify strongly with academics, then a stereotype threat may 

impact short-term academic performance negatively through performance inhibiting factors such 

as increased anxiety and stress. Additionally, this anxiety and stress in the academic environment 

could become an aversive stimulus, prompting students to exit the environment in which they 

experience it. Therefore, the stereotype threat hypothesis might explain why minority students 

underperform when compared to in-group members, and why they are at higher risk of dropping 

out and disidentifying with school (van Laar, et al., 2008:290).  

In addition to examining how the stereotype threat affects academic performance through race, a 

linguistic stereotype threat might exist at SU, as language is one of the factors that has slowed 

transformation and diversity at SU. Paladino et al. (2009) researched this topic in a bilingual region 

in Northern Italy where three different linguistic groups reside. The region’s 2004 census reported 

that about 70% of the population was German-speaking, 26% Italian-speaking and the remaining 

4% Ladino-speaking.  

Due to the bilingual nature of the region, the government introduced laws to support bilingualism, 

the most notable change being the introduction of the bilingual license, a test someone needed to 

pass to apply for jobs in the Public Administration (Paladino, 2009:226). This change was 

perceived to be a disadvantage to the Italian-speaking population, as only 30% of the Italian-

speaking populace understood the German language compared to 70% of the German populace 

who had a good grasp of Italian. Paladino, et al. (2009) suggested that the perception of being 

disadvantaged because of bilingualism by the Italian-speaking population had contributed to 

undermining their competence of German as a second language.  

                                                 
10

 Students who identified strongly with academics achieved higher marks, missed school less often and had better 

behavioural records on average (Osborne & Walker, 2006:562). 
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The authors undertook two different studies to isolate the negative effects of stereotypes on 

linguistic performance. First, the importance to the individual of knowing a second language 

(German) and secondly, whether the individual perceived being in the Italian-language group as a 

disadvantage (a negative stereotype). In the first study, when individuals were overtly reminded 

of the negative stereotypes of their group regarding bilingualism, Italians who deemed knowing 

the second language as important experienced weaker performance in a second language test 

(Paladino, et al., 2009:239). This finding demonstrates that the extent of the effect from a 

stereotype threat is moderated by how much an individual associates the domain in question with 

their identity. The second part of the study found that when the perception of the Italian-speaking 

population was that they were disadvantaged, it led to members performing worse in their second 

language tests.  

To deal with the threats to their identity, individuals in stigmatised groups will try to protect their 

identity through different strategies to maintain positive views of themselves. One of these 

methods is an assimilationist response, where members of the stigmatised group will detach from 

their social group and integrate with the out-group, by improving their outcomes to improve their 

identity status (Derks, van Laar, & Ellemers, 2007:220). Another coping mechanism is where 

individuals may attach further value to their social group and detach from status-defining domains 

(Derks, et al., 2007:220). This could lead to self-segregation, where domains are dominated by in-

group members, which lowers the likelihood of being faced with stigma.   

These two methods of circumventing the negative effects of stereotype threat to protect their 

identity could lead to more negative outcomes in the future by lowering ambition and motivation 

in status-defining domains (Derks, et al., 2007:220). However, there is another mechanism to 

mitigate the negative effects of stereotype threat: double valuation (Derks, et al. 2007). If 

implemented correctly, this could increase the effectiveness of affirmative action policies by 

allowing previously disadvantaged or minority students to perform well in status defining domains, 

in this case, tertiary education.  

More specifically, double valuation is a moderating process in which minorities identify stereotype 

threats as a challenge that they are willing to engage with, leading to higher levels of motivation 

and performance. This process occurs when the value of minority group characteristics is 

communicated by the institution and environment to students, and the emphasis is put on the 
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positive characteristics instead of the negative stereotypes, improving the salience of the groups’ 

good characteristics (Derks, van Laar, & Ellemers, 2007:227). This process is demonstrated in 

Figure 1 below. 

Figure 1: Schematic of the Double Valuation Process 

 

Source: Derks, van Laar, & Ellemers, 2007:219. 

Through finding alternative out-group dimensions that minority or previously disadvantaged 

groups can utilise to protect their social identity, the threats to social identity are reduced. 

Accordingly, minority and previously disadvantaged students can focus their energy on the 

opportunity to improve their performance and outcomes in status defining domains, rather than 

expending energy on increased anxiety and distrust that comes from an increased perception of 

being judged by their stereotypes. Therefore, to mitigate the negative effects of a stereotype threat, 

which could be a by-product of the recruitment bursary, SU could utilise double valuation to 

increase the efficacy of the policy. Alternatively, the recruitment bursary itself allows for double 

valuation by virtue of the fact that it is making salient two identities of the student: one which is 

stereotyped negatively (race) and another which is positively stereotyped (academically strong). 
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2.4 Social comparison and the achievement gap  

Even though education is seen as a tool to erode social inequalities, and many tertiary institutions 

have introduced programs to mitigate social-class disparities, there are circumstances under which 

education may contribute to maintaining the inequalities it is meant to address. For example, recent 

evidence has shown first-generation students still suffer from lower academic achievement and a 

higher drop-out rate compared to continuing-generation students, and that this difference cannot 

be fully explained by variances in academic preparedness and financial resources (Veldman, 

Meeussen & Van Laar, 2019:404).  

The difference in academic achievement between first- and continuing generation students can be 

described as the social-class achievement gap. One of the explanations for the social-class 

achievement gap is the poor compatibility between the social background of first-generation 

students and university identities, compared to that of continuing-generation students as first-

generation students find that their new identity as a university student does not fit well with their 

social background.  

Several factors have been suggested as influences on the lower experienced compatibility of first-

generation students. First, continuing-generation students perceive receiving a tertiary education 

as ‘normal’, whereas for first-generation students it is a completely new experience. A second 

reason is the cultural differences between middle- and working-class backgrounds: middle-class 

households are more likely to value independence, which is prevalent and necessary during tertiary 

education, whilst working-class households emphasise interdependence in the household 

(Veldman, et al., 2019:404).  

Additionally, first-generation students struggle to navigate the culture at tertiary education 

institutions and do not fully understand the ‘rules of the game’ (Stephens, et al., 2014:944). These 

differences in norms and values may partly explain why first-generation students experience lower 

academic achievement at university. The social change that students have to deal with can 

generally be explained as a first-generation student experiencing inconsistencies with their new 

identity as a university student, compared to their social background (Veldman, et al., 2019:412).  

The transition to the university environment includes two main domains: the academic adjustment 

and social adjustment (Veldman, et al., 2019:412). The academic adjustment involves integration 
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into the academic environment and accessing the infrastructure at the university (Veldman, et al., 

2019: 405). Therefore, students who experience low social-identity compatibility will feel less 

prepared for university and be more concerned about their academic achievement (Veldman, et 

al., 2019: 405). Similar to stereotype threat, these cognitively demanding concerns may make it 

more difficult to perform well academically (Veldman, et al., 2019: 405).  

In the context of SU, we could consider a BCIA student who attended a no-fee school and had 

been a top student throughout their time in secondary education.11 This student finds themselves 

in a highly selective institution where they may now be an average, or even below-average student 

in terms of academic performance. Research from van Broekhuizen van der Berg and Hofmeyr 

(2016) shows that the average matric mark of students enrolling at SU for the 2008 matric cohort 

was about 75%, which is significantly higher than the average matric mark of all South African 

university enrollees of 55% (Van Broekhuizen, et al. 2016:25). This social frame-of-reference 

could harm the student's academic self-concept and academic performance, especially as they find 

themselves in a "bigger pond" with a larger pool of students who are also academically strong 

(Marsh & Hau, 2003:366). Although research in the US has found tentative evidence that students 

who performed at the top of their high school perform well in university, even those students who 

attended low-resourced schools (Niu & Tienda, 2010), this same group of students are less likely 

to enrol at highly selective universities (Griffith & Rothstein, 2009; Smith et al, 2013; Black et al, 

2015).  

Secondly, the social adjustment is likely to affect first-generation students more because of their 

lower financial resources and their inability to attend as many social activities, contributing to a 

lesser sense of belonging when compared to their more affluent peers (Veldman, et al., 2019: 406). 

Difficulty with social integration can affect academic performances due to the lack of a social 

network that can help with stressful events and provide information and knowledge, and a lack of 

belonging that is positively related to motivation and performance in certain domains (Veldman, 

et al., 2019: 406).  

                                                 
11

 According to Bishoff and Mestry (2009) state-owned schools in South Africa are categorised into wealth quintiles 

and the government funding they receive is determined by which quintile the school falls into. The calculation of a 

school’s poverty score is determined by the relative poverty of the community the school is situated in and data from 

the national census (Bishoff & Mestry, 2009:46). Quintile 1 schools serve the poorest 20% of the population, whilst 

quintile 5 schools serve the most affluent 20% of the population (Bishoff & Mestry, 2009:47). 
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Indeed, Veldman, et al. (2019) found that first-generation students experienced lower identity 

compatibility than continuing-generation students. Additionally, they found that higher identity 

compatibility with being a university student predicted increased social integration, but not 

statistically significant higher academic integration. Furthermore, higher levels of identity 

compatibility predicted statistically significant lower social and academic concerns (Veldman, et 

al. 2019). These findings exhibit evidence that the compatibility between being a university student 

and social background is a factor that influences the social adjustment to university and the 

academic and social concerns at university. Moreover, examining how integration, social and 

academic, affects academic performance, Veldman, et al. (2019) find that higher academic and 

social integration led to higher overall academic performance. In general, their findings suggest 

that lower social integration into the university environment seems to be the path through which 

the social-class achievement gap persists. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHOD 

3.1 Data 

This study makes use of a longitudinal, administrative dataset of 48 793 first-time enrolled students 

in undergraduate studies at Stellenbosch University between 2008 and 2018. The timeframe of the 

dataset captures information on students preceding and proceeding the implementation of the 

recruitment bursary policy both informally from 2010 and formally from 2014. Aside from 

registration date, faculty, degree program and modules of enrolment, the dataset includes 

demographic information of students, including: age; self-classified race; binary gender 

identification; nationality; home language; and home province. Socioeconomic information is also 

recorded, notably, the first-generation status of the student and the school fees paid whilst 

attending high school. Furthermore, the dataset includes financial information on students, such as 

whether they received bursaries and/or loans, the type of bursary/loan they received (institutional, 

private or national) and the monetary value of the bursary/loan. The primary working sample for 

this thesis is restricted to the Economic and Management Sciences (EMS) faculty, representing a 

sample of 14 773 first-time enrolled students. 

3.2 Key variables 

Performance at university. The dataset provides information on academic performance whilst at 

Stellenbosch University. Average performance at the end of the first semester (June) will form the 

main outcome to be analysed, although a measure of the proportion of modules past will also be 

adopted as an outcome. 

University residence. An indicator that may prove important for the identity development of 

students whilst at SU is whether or not the student resides in a university residence or not. Not 

only are university residences reserved for high achieving students, but they also provide an 

environment in which there is increased opportunity for genuine interaction between different 

social identity groups which provides the opportunity to build meaningful relationships. 

Controlling for this indicator in the empirical analysis is of further importance because selection 
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into university residence is linked to academic ability, financial need and receipt of the recruitment 

bursary12. 

High school economic status and performance. Section 3 of this thesis highlighted that the quality 

of basic education received by a student is an important determinant of not only access to higher 

education but also academic performance whilst at university. The registration data of SU students 

also includes the name and EMIS13 number of the high school attended. These are matched to the 

Department of Basic Education (DBE) EMIS master list and the NSC14 2010-2016 data15 in order 

to extract the school poverty quintile, sector (public or independent) and academic performance of 

the high school attended.  

High school and SU class rank. The academic position (rank) held by a student in their high school 

is represented by whether or not they performed in the top 10% (decile) of their grade 12 class’s 

school-leaving average. This is captured by a dummy variable, referred to as "top-student", that 

takes a value of 1 if the student performed at the 90th percentile or higher of their matric class, and 

0 otherwise. Due to data availability, this variable is limited to the sample of students attending 

schools that wrote the NSC examinations from 2014 onwards, and therefore only registered as a 

first-year student from 2015 onwards. The rank of the student at the time of enrolling as a first-

year student at SU is captured by sorting students into four categories based on their rank: top 

decile; 75th to 90th percentile; 50th to 75th percentile; and 50th percentile or below.  

3.3 Methodology 

The research questions posed by this thesis are quantitatively analysed using several multivariate 

regression-based approaches that identify and quantify the impact of bursaries in general, and the 

recruitment bursary specifically, on academic performance. The basic model can be represented 

as: 

𝑌𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽0𝑅𝑖 + ∑ 𝛽𝑘
3
𝑘=1 𝐵𝑢𝑟𝑠𝑘 + 𝛾′𝑋𝑖 + 𝛿𝑡 + 휀𝑖   [1]  

where Y is the academic performance of student i, X represents a vector of student- and high-school 

specific covariates, including average school-leaving (matric exam) performance excluding Life 

                                                 
12

 Residence Placement Policy   
13

 Education Education Management Information System 
14

 National Senior Certificate 
15

 Available on datafirst.uct.ac.za  
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Orientation,16 R is an indicator of receipt of the recruitment bursary, Burs represent indicators of 

the k other types of bursaries available to first-year students,17 𝛿𝑡 are year fixed effects, and 휀𝑖𝑡 is 

a random error term. To test for moderating effects of school-leaving performance, M, on the 

relationship between the receipt of a bursary and academic performance, the model specification 

represented by equation [1] is expanded to:  

𝑌𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽0𝑅𝑖 + 𝜌0𝑅𝑖 ∗ 𝑀𝑖 + ∑ 𝛽𝑘
3
𝑘=1 𝐵𝑢𝑟𝑠𝑘 +∑ 𝜌𝑘

3
𝑘=1 𝐵𝑢𝑟𝑠𝑘 ∗ 𝑀𝑖 + 𝛾′𝑋𝑖 + 𝛿𝑡 + 휀𝑖 [2]  

The impact of the recruitment bursary’s introduction on transformation and diversity at SU is 

investigated utilising Regression Discontinuity Design (RDD). RDD has emerged as a promising 

and credible research tool in the study of non-experimental interventions and examination of causal 

effects (Cattaneo, Idrobo & Titiunik, 2019:3). There are three key pieces to an RDD: a score (or 

running-variable), X, a cut-off, c, and a treatment (Cattaneo, et al., 2019:3), with treatment 

occurring on one side of c but not the other. Typically, there would be many units of observation 

falling in the neighbourhood of c, such that for some arbitrarily small number 𝜖, treatment could 

be thought of as good as random, and the local average treatment effect can be estimated as: 

 𝜏𝑅𝐷 = 𝑙𝑖𝑚
𝑐+𝜖→𝑐

𝐸[𝑌|𝑋] − 𝑙𝑖𝑚
𝑐−𝜖→𝑐

𝐸[𝑌|𝑋]     [3] 

The introduction of the recruitment bursary program, however, has time as the running variable. 

Therefore, a RD in time (RDiT) framework is required. In this framework, the date c of a policy 

change is known, and we assume that for all t>c, the unit of observation is treated. This coincides 

with the interpretation of RDD as a discontinuity occurring at a threshold, but without local 

randomisation (Hausmann & Rapson, 2018). Also, unlike standard RDD, time-series data with 

treatment dates does not allow for the sample size around c to be increased even as the bandwidth 

around the cutoff is changed. Rather, the analysis often relies on observations quite far from the 

threshold, which increases the potential for omitted variable bias. Additional covariates aside from 

the running variable (time) have to be included as controls to prevent this bias.  

In the context of the recruitment bursary program, treatment status can be defined as 𝐷𝑝𝑡 = 𝐼{𝑡 ≥

𝜆}, where I{.} is an indicator function such that 𝐷𝑝𝑡is a dummy for the introduction of the 

                                                 
16 The admission and selection requirements for Stellenbosch University ignore performance in this subject.  
17

 Stellenbosch University bursaries, private bursaries and NSFAS 
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recruitment bursary, 𝜆 is a cutoff (2010 and 2014), and p and t represent the degree program and 

time, respectively. The parametric RDiT specification is then: 

𝑃𝑝𝑡 = 𝛼 + 𝛽1𝐷𝑝𝑡 + 𝛽2𝑓(𝑍𝑝𝑡) + 𝛽3𝑊𝑝𝑡 + 𝜂𝑝 + 휀𝑝𝑡   [4]  

where P is the proportion of first-year students enrolled in degree program p in academic year t 

that are BCIA and 𝛽1 measures the effect of the recruitment bursary on this outcome. W is a vector 

of control variables (average age, sex ratio, language ratio, the ratio of students from fee- to no-

fee schools and number of NSFAS and private bursaries), 𝜂𝑝are degree program fixed effects that 

control for unobserved heterogeneity between programs and academic faculties, and 𝑓(𝑍𝑝𝑡)is a 

continuous function of time with a polynomial of degree 𝜌. Robust standard errors clustered at the 

faculty level are used to control for within-cluster serial autocorrelation. Equation [4] will be 

estimated using separate regressions with 2010 and 2014 as cutoffs, respectively.  

3.4 Limitations 

Limitations of the dataset come from the non-experimental nature of this analysis and the inability 

to accurately capture non-observable variables, such as ability, mental health, motivation and the 

effects of socio-economic factors known to affect academic performance, such as parents’ level of 

education, their experience of attending university and the support structure that this offers to 

students. To ascertain whether a stereotype threat exists at SU both generally and in relation to 

receiving bursaries that are tied to affirmative action policy, additional information on a student’s 

social and personal identity attachments such as how strongly they identify with academics, their 

race and gender, would be extremely helpful. Unfortunately, the dataset being utilised doesn’t 

include any variables that measure the above-mentioned measures. Therefore, proxy variables will 

have to be utilised in situations where these shortcomings arise, to try and accurately isolate the 

effects of a possible stereotype threat. 

 
3.5 Ethics 

Several ethical considerations have been taken into account to ensure the protection of the rights 

of the students included in the dataset, mainly in terms of anonymity and confidentiality. As the 

thesis utilises retrospective data between 2008-2018, it was not feasible to acquire consent from 

all students who are no longer enrolled at Stellenbosch University. As the research methods utilised 
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are non-experimental and the data is retrospective, limited risk of harm to any of the participants 

was foreseen. However, in order to mitigate potential risk associated with maintaining the 

anonymity of students — especially as identifying information was included — all uniquely 

identifying information (such as student numbers) were removed before access to the data was 

granted. Following the submission of the proposal to the Research Ethics Committee (REC) at 

Stellenbosch University, permission was granted to proceed with the analysis. The data was stored 

in password-protected formats that further ensured that the confidentiality and anonymity of all 

students were protected.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1 BCIA representation at SU, 2008-2018 

A key goal of the recruitment bursary program was to increase the representation of BCIA students 

at SU, thereby improving diversity at the institution. Figure 2 below indicates the percentage of 

first-time enrolled undergraduate students — referred to as 'first-years' from this point on — that 

were classified BCIA within the overall SU population and the EMS population. Both graphs 

indicate BCIA representation over the entire period 2008 to 2018.  

It is evident from Figure 2 that there was an increase in the percentage of first-year BCIA students 

enrolled at SU from 23% in 2008 to 37% in 2018. This represents a roughly 60% increase over the 

10-year period, or an average annual growth rate of 4.9%. However, in 2010, the year in which the 

recruitment bursary was informally introduced, there is no indication that the proportion of BCIA 

students enrolled at SU increased. In 2014, the year in which the recruitment bursary was formally 

instated, there was an increase in the percentage of first-year BCIA students enrolled at SU from 

31% in 2013 to 34% in 2014. At the level of the EMS faculty, no telling increase in BCIA 

representation occurred in 2010 when the informal recruitment bursary was introduced. However, 

in 2014, with the formal introduction of the recruitment bursary, there was a considerable increase 

in the percentage of first-year BCIA students enrolled in the EMS faculty from 22% in 2013 to 

26% in 2014. The most significant change occurred between 2012 and 2013. 

Figure 2: Proportion of BCIA first-year students, by academic year 

                       All Stellenbosch University                                 Economic and Management Sciences 

Faculty 

 

Source: own calculations 
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It is important to note that the large shift in BCIA representation between 2012 and 2013 may be 

due to a 12% drop in overall first-year enrollments in 2012 amongst all demographic groups (see 

Figure 3 below for BCIA specifically). In 2013, first-year enrollments returned to 2011 levels. 

This occurred at the same time as the number of BCIA recruitment bursary and private bursary 

recipients increased by 67% and 30%, respectively. Therefore, it could be argued that the rise in 

BCIA representation is linked to the recruitment bursary, although the largest contribution to BCIA 

first-year numbers came a year prior to the policy’s formal implementation.  

Figure 3: BCIA first-year student numbers by bursary status, 2008-2018 

 

Source: own calculations 

 

Additionally, new language policies aimed at promoting multilingual learning at the university 

were introduced in 201518 and 201719, with the former representing the first revision to the 

language policy at SU since 2002. An increase in BCIA first-year enrollment numbers is evident 

in 2017 but not 2015. The essence of the 2014 language policy revision was to continue to “commit 

to the use and sustained development of Afrikaans as an academic language” (p.2), whilst 

increasing the offering of teaching and learning in English and advancing isiXhosa as an academic 

language. The language policy of 2016 also commits to multilingualism, although the English 

offering at SU was revised upwards with the aim of increasing accessibility to SU.  

                                                 
18

 Language Policy of Stellenbosch University (2014). 
19

 Language Policy of Stellenbosch University (2016). 
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Figure 4 below shows that the representation of Afrikaans-speaking first-year students at SU has 

decreased significantly over time from 61% in 2008 to 38% in 2018. This has occurred with a 

simultaneous increase in the representation of English-speaking first-year students from 35% in 

2008 to 50% in 2018. Although the proportions of isiXhosa- and other South African language-

speaking students have tripled over time, representation continues to be low at less than 10%. We 

should, therefore, expect to see some impact of the introduction of the 2016 language policy on 

BCIA first-year enrollment in 2017. 

Figure 4: Home language of first-year students enrolled at SU, 2008-2018 

 

Source: own calculations 

 

Figure 5 represents regression discontinuity plots that examine whether the recruitment bursary 

had any effect on the percentage of BCIA students amongst the overall SU (left-panel) and EMS 

faculty (right-panel) first-year student bodies. In the top two graphs, the discontinuity assignment 

rule corresponds to the informal start of the recruitment bursary, 2010, whilst the bottom two 

graphs correspond to the policy’s formal commencement in 2014. Figure 5 demonstrates a positive 

jump (discontinuity) in the representation of BCIA first-year students at the university generally, 

and in the EMS faculty specifically in both 2010 and 2014.  

In order to determine whether the trends depicted in Figure 5 represent significant changes in BCIA 

representation, an RD in time framework is utilised. Separate regressions are estimated for the 

informal introduction of the recruitment bursary in 2010, and the formal introduction of the bursary 

program in 2014. Table 1 presents the results from these regressions, with the results for the 2010 
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cutoff indicated in columns (1) and (3), and the results for the 2014 cutoff indicated in columns 

(2) and (4). The RD estimate for the informal introduction of the recruitment bursary is negative, 

whilst the RD estimate for the formal introduction of the recruitment bursary in 2014 indicates a 

positive change in the proportion of BCIA students. Results suggest, in line with existing literature 

(Onsongo, 2009; Guan, 2005), that after the formal introduction of the recruitment bursary in 2014, 

the average proportion of BCIA students in various degree programs increased by approximately 

5 percentage points. However, the positive change for the EMS faculty is not estimated to be 

statistically significant.  

Figure 5: RD plot of the proportion of BCIA students, by academic year 

  

Source: own calculations 
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Table 1: Regression discontinuity in time estimates of BCIA representation 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Sample: All SU EMS faculty 

Change at cutoff year -0.039** 0.052*** -0.047** 0.039 

  (0.014) (0.016) (0.020) (0.025) 

Observations 1 525 1 525 135 135 
R-squared 0.762 0.763 0.858 0.855 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Covariates included in the models but not shown in the table are average 

age, proportion of male students, proportion of Afrikaans students, proportion of students from fee-charging schools, 

number of private and NSFAS bursaries, program fixed effects and a linear continuous function of academic year. 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10 

 

4.2 BCIA first-year bursary recipients at Stellenbosch University 

To capture changes in the characteristics of BCIA first-year students at SU over time, comparisons 

are made between 2010, 2014 and 2018, as shown in Table 2 below. Panel B indicates how 

bursaries are distributed across BCIA students. The proportion of BCIA students receiving 

bursaries when enrolling for first-year studies at SU increased by 7 percentage points (24%) 

between 2010 and 2018. It is, however, interesting that the proportion of BCIA students receiving 

recruitment bursaries increased between 2010 and 2014 but fell back to roughly a quarter of BCIA 

students in 2018. Additionally, following changes to the NSFAS bursary-loan in 2017 that 

expanded the definition of households eligible for NSFAS,20 493 NSFAS bursary-loans21 were 

awarded to BCIA first-time entry students in 2018, compared to 227 institutional bursaries22 and 

674 private bursaries.23  

It appears, then, that there has been a shift in the distribution of bursaries from recruitment 

bursaries towards other bursaries. Although the recruitment bursary was meant to be phased out, 

it was mentioned in both 2019 and 2020 that a student could receive a recruitment bursary for their 

first year of studies at SU.24 

The descriptive statistics from panel A of Table 2 indicate that the school-leaving performance of 

BCIA students, irrespective of their bursary status, has increased significantly over time. 

                                                 
20

 NSFAS Program Policy Changes 2018  
21

 383 BCIA students held a NSFAS bursary exclusively.  
22

 34 BCIA students held an SU bursary exclusively.  
23

 363 BCIA students held this type of bursary exclusively.  
24

 Recruitment Bursary  
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Furthermore, recruitment bursary recipients show significantly higher school-leaving performance 

than their peers receiving other bursaries or no bursary at all. The only exception to this is BCIA 

SU bursary students in 2018, whose allocation, lower in number, appear to be more selective. It is 

also evident that the representation of Indian and Asian students amongst recruitment bursary 

recipients has increased significantly, whilst black African students have increased their 

representation amongst other bursaries, private bursaries in particular.  

At least half of all first-year bursary recipients at SU have a placement in a university residence, 

and as much as 70% of all recruitment bursary students are accommodated in a university 

residence. BCIA students enrolled at SU are also increasingly those that attended independent 

schools, with their representation most notable amongst recruitment bursary recipients. However, 

BCIA private-bursary and NSFAS students represent the most 'vulnerable' groups of students, with 

an overrepresentation of students from no-fee schools and first-generation families, as well as least 

likely to reside in SU residences.  

It is relevant to note that not all students receive a single bursary. For example, all first-year 

students who obtained a minimum of 85% at the end of grade 12 automatically qualify for a 

Stellenbosch University first-year merit bursary. This, in effect, means that all students performing 

at this level automatically receive an SU bursary. From panel B of Table 2, it can be noted that the 

proportion of recruitment bursary students being awarded SU bursaries has increased substantially 

over time to almost a quarter, whilst roughly 20% of recruitment bursary students are also awarded 

private bursaries. In fact, approximately 40% of BCIA SU bursary holders in 2018 also had been 

allocated a recruitment bursary and/or private bursary.  

However, increasingly fewer NSFAS bursary-loan holders are allocated bursaries from either SU 

or private bodies. This may be due to the expansion of the NSFAS bursary-loan to cover all 

expenses associated with studying at a public university. In 2018, all BCIA first-year bursary 

holders of SU, private and NSFAS bursaries were, on average, allocated similar amounts of total 

funding.  
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Table 2: Descriptive statistics of BCIA first-year students by bursary status, 2010-2018 

 No bursary Recruitment bursary SU bursary Private bursary NSFAS bursary-loan 

 2010  2014 2018 2010  2014 2018 2010  2014 2018 2010  2014 2018 2010  2014 2018 

Panel A: Characteristics 

Grade 12 average  64.6 

(0.34) 

69.1 

(0.27) 

72.0 

(0.31) 

74.5 

(0.38) 

77.6 

(0.25) 

79.8 

(0.27) 

64.5 

(0.52) 

72.2 

(5.81) 

85.0 

(4.88) 

68.0 

(4.90) 

69.6 

(4.88) 

73.1 

(4.19) 

63.2 

(0.50) 

67.3 

(0.56) 

70.6 

(2.43) 

Woman (%) 58.6 

(2.62) 

64.6 

(1.94) 

59.2 

(2.17) 

62.8 

(2.97) 

66.8 

(1.94) 

67.5 

(2.20) 

52.8 

(3.18) 

60.8 

(2.51) 

59.0 

(3.27) 

56.6 

(2.82) 

57.3 

(2.12) 

50.6 

(1.93) 

53.7 

(4.13) 

61.2 

(3.66) 

62.5 

(2.18) 

Black African (%) 26.2 

(2.34) 

30.3 

(1.86) 

39.6 

(2.16) 

21.8 

(2.54) 

23.6 

(1.75) 

26.4 

(2.07) 

25.0 

(2.76) 

27.4 

(2.29) 

33.5 

(3.14) 

22.5 

(2.37) 

39.0 

(2.09) 

52.8 

(1.92) 

27.9 

(3.71) 

26.4 

(3.31) 

39.6 

(2.20) 

Coloured (%) 62.3 

(2.57) 

61.0 

(1.97) 

47.2 

(2.20) 

70.7 

(2.80) 

63.6 

(1.98) 

56.3 

(2.33) 

70.6 

(2.90) 

66.6 

(2.42) 

49.8 

(3.33) 

74.3 

(2.48) 

57.9 

(2.12) 

42.9 

(1.91) 

71.4 

(3.74) 

73.0 

(3.34) 

57.4 

(2.23) 

Indian/Asian (%) 11.5 

(1.70) 

8.7 

(1.14) 

13.2 

(1.49) 

7.5 

(1.62) 

12.8 

(1.37) 

17.4 

(1.78) 

4.4 

(1.31) 

6.1 

(1.22) 

16.7 

(2.48) 

3.22 

(1.00) 

3.11 

(0.74) 

4.3 

(0.78) 

0.7 

(0.7) 

0.6 

(0.6) 

3.0 

(0.77) 

First generation (%) 
- 

57.4 

(2.02) 

51.9 

(2.22) 
- 

58.1 

(2.06) 

50.3 

(2.36) 
- 

76.1 

(2.23) 

52.2 

(3.33) 
- 

74.5 

(2.09) 

71.5 

(1.93) 
- 

92.0 

(2.13) 

85.3 

(1.62) 

School quintile 1 – 3 

(%) 
14.1 

(1.85) 

6.5 

(1.00) 

9.9 

(1.32) 

6.0 

(1.46) 

9.8 

(1.22) 

7.9 

(1.27) 

16.9 

(1.84) 

21.8 

(2.12) 

11.9 

(2.15) 

17.4 

(2.15) 

25.6 

(1.87) 

25.5 

(1.68) 

21.1 

(3.38) 

26.8 

(3.29) 

24.1 

(1.93) 

School quintile 4 (%) 9.0 

(1.52) 

7.9 

(1.09) 

7.4 

(1.15) 

5.3 

(1.37) 

10.8 

(1.28) 

5.5 

(1.07) 

20.2 

(2.55) 

18.9 

(2.01) 

1.3 

(0.76) 

16.4 

(2.10) 

17.4 

(1.62) 

10.4 

(1.18) 

24.5 

(3.56) 

21.9 

(3.11) 

9.3 

(1.31) 

School quintile 5 (%) 57.2 

(2.63) 

62.8 

(1.96) 

47.4 

(2.20) 

77.4 

(2.57) 

62.9 

(1.99) 

62.6 

(2.27) 

53.6 

(3.17) 

48.7 

(2.57) 

63.9 

(3.20) 

56.9 

(2.81) 

48.0 

(2.14) 

47.8 

(1.93) 

46.9 

(4.13) 

43.8 

(3.73) 

56.6 

(2.23) 

Independent (%) 15.3 

(1.97) 

18.7 

(1.63) 

24.0 

(2.05) 

11.3 

(1.94) 

16.1 

(1.51) 

23.7 

(2.00) 

9.3 

(1.85) 

10.5 

(1.58) 

22.9 

(2.80) 

9.3 

(1.65) 

9.0 

(1.22) 

16.3 

(1.42) 

7.5 

(2.18) 

8.4 

(2.09) 

9.9 

(1.35) 

University residence 

(%) 
23.2 

(2.10) 

41.2 

(1.92) 

32.2 

(2.04) 

71.8 

(2.76) 

76.1 

(1.75) 

72.1 

(2.11) 

57.3 

(3.15) 

62.1 

(2.49) 

69.2 

(3.07) 

65.0 

(2.71) 

61.4 

(2.09) 

58.6 

(1.90) 

61.9 

(4.02) 

66.3 

(3.55) 

53.8 

(2.25) 

Home language 

Afrikaans (%) 
25.9 

(2.18) 

31.7 

(1.99) 

12.6 

(1.45) 

22.6 

(2.57) 

21.9 

(1.70) 

14.1 

(1.63) 

42.7 

(3.15) 

36.1 

(2.5) 

10.1 

(2.01) 

41.5 

(2.80) 

31.7 

(1.99) 

16.0 

(1.41) 

46.3 

(4.13) 

50.0 

(3.76) 

21.9 

(1.86) 

Home language English 

(%) 
51.2 

(2.48) 

38.5 

(2.08) 

60.4 

(2.14) 

54.5 

(3.06) 

60.0 

(2.01) 

65.7 

(2.23) 

32.7 

(2.98) 

42.1 

(2.54) 

62.1 

(3.23) 

34.4 

(2.70) 

38.5 

(2.08) 

46.3 

(1.92) 

27.9 

(3.71) 

28.7 

(3.40) 

43.3 

(2.23) 
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 No bursary Recruitment bursary SU bursary Private bursary NSFAS bursary-loan 

 2010  2014 2018 2010  2014 2018 2010  2014 2018 2010  2014 2018 2010  2014 2018 

Panel B: Access to bursaries 

Number of students 355 611 515 266 593 455 248 380 227 311 546 674 147 178 493 

Proportion BCIA  33.8 34.3 26.9 25.3 33.3 23.7 22.4 20.4 11.4 28.1 29.2 33.7 13.3 9.5 24.7 

Proportion also with...                

… recruitment bursary       3.2 23.7 44.9 17.0 25.5 15.1 6.8 30.3 0.8 

… SU bursary    3.0 15.2 22.4    19.9 18.7 13.4 79.6 71.3 5.9 

… private bursary    19.9 23.4 19.8 25.0 26.8 39.6    21.8 23.0 15.8 

… NSFAS bursary-loan    3.8 9.1 0.9 47.2 33.4 12.8 10.3 7.5 11.6    

Average value of...                

… main bursary (R)    30 732 38 150 46 173 10 871 10 017 16 238 38 730 39 815 62 182 27 700 30 500 76 000 

… all bursaries (R)    34 155 47 809 63 688 13 616 32 090 86 521 36 917 47 700 80 908 41 432 64 990 84 900 

Source: own calculations 
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4.3 Descriptive analysis of first-year academic performance in the EMS faculty 

4.3.1 Performance and bursary status 

Figure 6 below inspects the average June performance of three different groups of first-year 

students in the EMS faculty enrolled at SU. The groups are: recipients of recruitment bursaries; 

BCIA students who received a bursary other than the recruitment bursary and BCIA students who 

did not receive any bursaries. Average performances of these groups of students remain fairly 

stable over time, oscillating within bands of about 4 percentage points. First-year BCIA students 

enrolled in the EMS faculty who receive bursaries are generally indicated to significantly 

outperform their peers who are without bursaries, more so in the case of recruitment bursary 

recipients.  

The graph further indicates that, aside from 2010, recruitment bursary first-years did not 

significantly outperform their non-recruitment bursary-receiving counterparts prior to the 

formalisation of the recruitment bursary program. However, a significant performance gap 

emerges between 2014 and 2016 that increases from 4 to 7 percentage-points. By 2017, this gap 

is closed. Since bursaries may be awarded on the basis of academic merit, the performance 

differences may be partly related to academic preparedness.  

Figure 6: Average June performance of BCIA first-year students in EMS faculty, by bursary status 

 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: 95% confidence intervals indicated.  
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Figure 7, therefore, indicates the expected June performance of BCIA first-years in the EMS 

faculty, conditional on grade 12 performance; specifically, the expected June performance of 

students achieving 75%25 in their NSC examinations are compared. Recruitment bursary students 

are now expected to achieve similar to other (i.e. NSFAS, SU and private) bursary recipients. Also, 

we can now observe that the expected June performance of BCIA bursary recipients who achieved 

75% in their NSC decreased between 2010 and 2018. Therefore, the conditional gap in 

performance between BCIA first-year students with and without bursaries is narrower than the raw 

gap. 

Figure 7: Average June performance of BCIA first-year students in the EMS faculty who achieved 

75% in the NSC, by bursary status 

 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: 95% confidence intervals indicated.  

 

4.3.2 Performance and socio-economic status  

A strong determinant of an individual's academic performance is the quality of basic education a 

student receives and their academic preparedness (Dynsarski, et al., 2018:1). Figure 8 plots the 

average June performance of BCIA students from different groups of schools. The comparison is 

                                                 
25

 This represents the average NSC mark of first-time enrolled undergraduate students at Stellenbosch University.  
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made between no-fee public schools (representing quintiles 2, 3 and 3 schools), fee charging public 

schools, and independent schools. Overall, no statistically significant difference in performance 

across these different school groups emerges.  

The average June performance for first-year BCIA students who attended fee charging public 

schools increased significantly over time from 50% in 2008 to 55-57% between 2010 and 2018. 

The average June performance of students who attended no-fee public school shows some 

evidence of an increasing trend over time; however, performance prior to 2014 is imprecisely 

estimated given smaller sample sizes. No consistent pattern in the performance of BCIA students 

who attended independent schools is indicated.  

Figure 8: Average June performance of BCIA first-year students in the EMS faculty, by school 

category 

 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: 95% confidence intervals indicated.  

 

Evidence from numerous papers suggests that there is a significant performance gap between first- 

and continuing-generation students even after controlling for various covariates called the social-

class achievement gap (see for example Veldman, et al., 2019:404). Figure 9 plots the academic 
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performance of first-generation students against that of continuing-generation students between 

2012 and 2018.26 The average academic performance of both groups remained relatively stable 

over the period, oscillating between 54% and 58%. Furthermore, the graph indicates there was no 

significant difference in the academic achievement between the two groups. 

Figure 9: Average June performance of BCIA first-year students in the EMS faculty, by social-

class status 

 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: 95% confidence intervals indicated.  

 

4.3.3 Performance and SU residence placement 

Figure 10 indicates the average academic performance of first-year students by whether or not they 

reside in SU residence. A significant improvement in the academic achievement of BCIA first-

year students residing in university residence occurred in 2010. The performance of non-residence 

BCIA first-year students has, aside from the years 2011 and 2012, remained fairly similar at 50%.  

There is, therefore, a clear gap in the average academic performance of BCIA first-year students 

accommodated and not accommodated in SU residences. This finding is to be expected given the 

selective placement policies that university residences have implemented in relation to a student’s 

                                                 
26

 The first-generation status of students was only collected in the applications from 2012.   
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academic performance in grade 12. Additionally, residences provide for an environment in which 

there is increased opportunity for genuine interaction between different social identity groups, 

peer-to-peer mentoring, and a sense of on-campus belonging, all known to positively affect 

performance and academic success (Gurin, et al., 2002; Trautwein, et al., 2006).  

Figure 10: Academic performance of BCIA first-year students, by university accommodation 

 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: 95% confidence intervals indicated.  

 

4.3.4 Performance, language, and race 

As discussed in this thesis, language has played a key role in transformation and diversity efforts 

at SU. Changes to the language policy, particularly as it applies to the language used in classrooms 

for teaching and learning, can have implications for performance if, for example, students are 

unable to sufficiently follow the content being taught, or they feel alienated or 'othered' in the 

classroom environment. For this analysis, I distinguish between the three official languages in the 

Western Cape27 province where SU is situated, namely, Afrikaans, isiXhosa, and English, and a 

fourth category that encompasses all other languages. 

Figure 11 demonstrates that the average performance of Afrikaans and English home language 

BCIA first-year students improved by approximately 10-percentage points over the period, 

                                                 
27

 Western Cape Language Policy  
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whereas the average performance of minority-language groups increased between 2008 and 2012. 

Nevertheless, given particularly small sample sizes amongst minority-language groups, no 

significant differences in the inter-group achievement of first-year BCIA students are indicated.  

Figure 11: Average June performance of BCIA first-year students in the EMS faculty, by home 

language 

 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: 95% confidence intervals indicated.  

 

Unfortunately, South Africa still suffers from persistent and extremely high levels of racial 

inequality (Oosthuizen, 2019). This influences almost all factors of a person's life and, most 

relevant to this paper, affects access to quality education and higher education. In South Africa, 

due to decades of institutionalised inequality, socio-economic status (SES) is strongly correlated 

to both race and the quality of education (Yu & Taylor, 2009:5). Therefore, it becomes necessary 

to control for race and school poverty quintile, as correlates of systemic and structural inequality 

and injustice when modelling academic performance.  

Figure 12 below displays the average academic performance between 2008 and 2018 for five 

different groups: white first-year students receiving a bursary; white first-year students not 

receiving bursaries; BCIA first-year students receiving recruitment bursaries; BCIA first-year 
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students receiving other (private, SU and NSFAS) bursaries; and BCIA first-year students not 

receiving bursaries.  

White students who received a bursary achieved the highest average across the entire period. BCIA 

first students who received recruitment bursaries achieved the second highest group average. 

Furthermore, between 2009 and 2012, there is no significant difference in achievement between 

non-recruitment bursary BCIA students and White students never received bursaries. However, 

between 2013 and 2018 White students with no bursaries outperformed non-recruitment bursary 

BCIA students 

Figure 12: Average June performance of BCIA students, by race and bursary status 

 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: 95% confidence intervals indicated.  

 

Figure 13 indicates the expected June performance of students achieving 75% in their NSC 

examinations. The achievement gap between recruitment bursary students, non-recruitment 

bursary students and White non-bursary students decreases significantly. Furthermore, after the 

introduction of the recruitment bursary in 2010, there is a sharp drop-off in the performance of 

BCIA non-recruitment bursary students. 

One constant between figure 12 and 13 is the superior academic performance of White bursary 

recipients, who significantly outperform their peers between 2008 and 2018. This suggests that 
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race still has a significant relationship with academic performance. Moreover, this result provides 

evidence that a racial stereotype threat may exist, as BCIA students are in the out-group at SU. 

Figure 13: Expected June performance of BCIA first-years in the EMS faculty who achieved 75% 

in the NSC, by bursary status and race 

 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: 95% confidence intervals indicated.  

 

4.3.5 Average performance and bursary status by grade 12 ranking 

Table 3 below indicates the average grade 12 and June performance, as well as the proportion of 

modules passed, of top- and non-top-students by race classification and school type. As expected, 

more than 90% of BCIA first-years registered in the EMS faculty between 2015 and 2018 who 

attended no-fee schools were top performers in their respective high schools. In comparison, 

approximately 15% (552 of 3 762) of students from fee-charging schools were top placing BCIA 

students, and just over 40% of all first-years in EMS from fee-charging schools performed in the 

top 10% of their matric class.  

The descriptive statistics indicate that top-students who attended fee-charging schools achieved 

the highest in all three of the performance metrics considered. And, although top-students from 

no-fee schools had an average matric performance that was similar to that of non-top-students in 

fee-charging schools, this group’s average performance during the first semester at SU was 
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significantly lower. Therefore, even though BCIA students from no-fee schools are over-

represented by "top achievers", this group underperforms relative to the group of top-achievers 

from fee-charging schools. This is also not to mention that BCIA students who attended fee-

charging schools are, similar to BCIA students from no-fee schools, underrepresented amongst the 

group of first-year students whose matric marks put them in the top quartile of the distribution of 

SU first-year matric performance (see Table 4).  

There are several factors that could account for this, such as socio-economic factors and academic 

under preparedness that negatively affect the performance of affirmative action recipients, as found 

by Frisancho and Krishna (2016).  However, there is also the role of social adjustment and identity 

compatibility. Jack (2019) distinguishes between two types of low-income students that attend 

selective universities: the privileged poor and the “doubly-disadvantaged”. The former group 

consists of students who come from low-income backgrounds and attended high-fee and/or well-

resourced high schools. This has afforded them some familiarity with and access to social and 

cultural capital that might be required to navigate elite educational spaces successfully. The 

doubly-disadvantaged, on the other hand, are those students who attended low-income and under-

resourced schools and may be unaware of the so-called "hidden curriculum" that is required to 

flourish.  

Table 4 indicates that similar proportions of top-performing BCIA students from no-fee and fee-

charging schools have access to bursaries; however, the latter group is awarded higher proportions 

of recruitment and SU bursaries. This finding is in line with evidence from Heller and Marin (2004) 

that indicated merit-based bursaries to be disproportionally received by students who may not need 

financial assistance.   

Roughly half the bursary-receiving top-students from no-fee and fee-charging schools attend SU 

with the support of a single bursary type. This is compared to 84% of non-top-students from fee-

charging schools who receive bursaries, and 75% of BCIA non-top students. Finally, similar 

proportions of top-performing BCIA students from no-fee and fee-charging schools are 

represented amongst the group of students in a university residence. This may provide 

opportunities for structural and institutional "inclusion" amongst financially, as well as socially 

vulnerable groups of students.  
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Table 3: Performance statistics of EMS faculty first-year students, by school group and race classification 

 All schools No-fee schools Fee-charging schools 

 
"top students" Non-"top students" "top students" 

Non-"top 

students" 
"top students" Non-"top students" 

 All BCIA All BCIA All BCIA BCIA All BCIA All BCIA 

Grade 12 average 83.3 

(0.17) 

78.8 

(0.26) 

75.1 

(0.13) 

73.0 

(0.30) 

76.3 

(0.60) 

76.2 

(0.61) 

66.1 

(1.63) 

83.8 

(0.16) 

79.4 

(0.29) 

75.2 

(0.13) 

73.1 

(0.30) 

June average 64.6 

(0.36) 

58.1 

(0.59) 

55.7 

(0.24) 

52.9 

(0.57) 

52.5 

(1.51) 

52.1 

(1.53) 

43.3 

(6.58) 

65.6 

(0.36) 

59.4 

(0.62) 

55.7 

(0.24) 

53.1 

(0.57) 

Proportion of subjects 

passed in June 

0.90 

(0.01) 

0.82 

(0.01) 

0.80 

(0.01) 

0.71 

(0.01) 

0.71 

(0.03) 

0.71 

(0.03) 

0.29 

(0.16) 

0.91 

(0.01) 

0.84 

(0.01) 

0.80 

(0.01) 

0.71 

(0.01) 

Number of students 

(% of sample) 

1 690 

(43.4) 

680 

(60.6) 

2 207 

(56.6) 

444 

(39.4) 

128 

(94.8) 

126 

(93.3) 

7 

(6.7) 

1 562 

(41.5) 

552 

(55.8) 

2 200 

(58.5) 

437 

(44.2) 

Table 4: Relative grade 12 performance and bursary status, but school group and race classification 

 All schools No-fee schools Fee-charging schools 

 
"top students" Non-"top students" "top students" 

Non-"top 

students" 
"top students" Non-"top students" 

 All BCIA All BCIA All BCIA BCIA All BCIA All BCIA 

Positive in SU first-year distributions 

in top decile 27.6 9.3 2.6 0.5 3.9 4.0 0 29.6 10.5 2.3 0.5 

in 75th-90th percentile 27.7 16.6 9.6 3.8 10.9 11.1 0 29.1 17.9 7.4 3.9 

in 50th-75th percentile  24.6 31.2 22.8 19.8 31.3 30.2 0 24.0 31.5 26.4 20.1 

below 50th percentile 20.1 42.6 65.0 75.9 53.9 54.8 100 17.3 40.0 64.9 75.5 

Proportion with: 

Recruitment bursary 22.8 56.6 6.9 34.2 45.3 46.0 14.3 20.9 59.2 6.9 34.6 

   Recruitment bursary only 12.1 30.1 5.0 25.0 14.8 15.1 0 11.9 33.7 5.0 25.4 

SU bursary 51.2 27.9 7.4 9.0 20.3 20.6 28.6 53.8 29.7 7.4 8.7 

   SU bursary only 33.3 3.5 5.3 2.0 2.3 2.4 0 35.9 3.8 5.4 2.1 

   SU plus NSFAS/private 17.9 24.4 2.1 7.0 18.0 18.2 28.6 17.9 25.9 2.0 6.6 

Private bursary 28.8 48.1 10.5 26.6 58.6 59.5 57.1 26.3 45.7 10.4 26.1 

   Private bursary only 17.5 20.1 8.2 16.0 22.7 23.0 14.3 17.0 6.9 8.2 16.0 

NSFAS bursary 6.1 12.9 3.2 10.8 24.2 24.6 85.7 4.6 10.3 3.0 9.6 

   NSFAS bursary only 0.8 1.9 0.8 2.9 3.1 3.2 28.6 0.6 1.6 0.7 2.5 

No bursary 21.8 10.0 68.9 38.1 11.7 10.3 0 22.6 10.0 76.8 38.7 

In university residence 74.6 77.7 41.8 58.1 78.9 79.4 85.7 74.2 77.4 41.6 57.7 

Not in university residence 25.4 22.3 58.2 41.9 21.1 20.6 14.3 25.8 22.6 58.4 42.3 
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4.4 Multivariate regression analysis 

This section presents the empirical results from estimating the models represented by equations 

[1] and [2]. All models are estimated using least squares regression with robust standard errors 

clustered at the level of the degree program. Before proceeding with the interpretation of model 

results, it is important to note again that the analysis undertaken here is only able to provide an 

indication of the conditional correlation between receiving bursaries, including the recruitment 

bursary, and the academic performance of first-year students in the EMS faculty at SU. For ease 

of interpretation, the continuous variables grade 12 performance and age have been centred at 65% 

and 19 years of age.  

4.4.1 Bursary status and academic performance  

The results presented in column (1) of Table 5 indicate that receipt of all bursary types is positively 

related to the June performance of first-year students in the EMS faculty, although not significantly 

so in the case of NSFAS. Students who receive an institutional (SU) bursary are expected to 

achieve a June average performance that is 12.7 percentage points higher, whilst students receiving 

recruitment bursaries and private bursaries are expected to perform 5.6 and 3.1 percentage points 

higher, respectively. The coefficient on BCIA status of -6.3 indicates that, without controlling for 

other factors, BCIA recruitment bursary students in the EMS faculty are not expected to achieve a 

June average that is significantly different to that of their white peers who do not have bursaries, 

and significantly lower than their white peers with either an SU or private bursary.  

Column (2) of Table 5 further controls for variables that are suspected to be correlated with the 

outcome, the indicator of BCIA categorisation and bursary receipt. Following the addition of 

controls for demographics (age, gender and language), school-leaving performance and school 

socio-economic status, the negative coefficient on the BCIA dummy is significantly reduced to -

2.8, as too are the coefficients on bursary status. These findings are expected given the descriptive 

analyses of section 5.2, specifically noting that bursary status is positively correlated to school-

leaving performance and, indirectly, school quality. Moreover, all else controlled for, there is a 

significant positive relationship between staying in a university residence and June performance. 

No significant difference between binary gender groups is found.  
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The final three columns of Table 5 restrict the sample of analysis to BCIA first-years in the EMS 

faculty. The results of column (3) mirror those of column (1), whilst column (4) mirrors column 

(2). The lower coefficient on SU bursaries in column (3) indicates that the unconditional 

performance of BCIA students receiving these bursaries is at the same level as recruitment bursary 

recipients, but below that of their white counterparts. After controlling for other determinants of 

academic performance, the changes to the estimates represented in column (4) follow the same 

pattern as that of column (2). It is interesting to note that being a resident in a university residence 

has a larger positive relationship (3.3 percentage points) with June achievement compared to the 

results from column (2). This indicates that the expected performance gap between residence and 

non-residence BCIA first-years is larger than exists amongst white first-year students. Moreover, 

a significant negative correlation between age and performance is estimated. 

As discussed in chapter two of this thesis, double-valuation mechanism can be considered as a 

possible solution to a stereotype threat. This process is implemented by communicating the 

importance of positive group or individual characteristics to the stigmatised social group to reduce 

threats to their social identity, which allows students to concentrate their energy on performing 

well academically. As the recruitment bursary is aimed specifically at BCIA students, it makes 

recipients aware of their racial social identity within the university domain. This could negatively 

affect their performance through a race-based stereotype threat.  

However, the recruitment bursary is partially merit-based, and the receipt thereof may give high-

performing students validation that they have gained access to the university based on their 

academic ability rather than their social identity (race) alone. Due to the nature of the recruitment 

bursary, receiving one allows for double valuation by virtue of the fact that it is making salient two 

identities of the student: one which is stereotyped negatively (race) and another which is positively 

stereotyped (academically strong). 

The results from column (5) in Table 5 indicate that the relationship between the recruitment 

bursary and performance hinges on its interaction with performance at high school. Since grade 

12 performance is entered into the regression models centred at 65%, this means that coefficients 

are interpreted relative to a group of first-year students who, enrolled in the EMS faculty SU, 

achieved 65% for grade 12. No significant difference in the expected June performance of this 

reference group is evidenced, irrespective of bursary received. 
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However, comparing students who achieved more than 65%, we can note that each additional 

percentage-point increase in grade 12 average mark is positively and significantly related to June 

performance. Furthermore, the marginal “effect” of each additional percentage point in the grade 

12 average differs by the bursary type and status of students. For each 1 percentage-point increase 

in the grade 12 average mark, the expected June performance of recruitment bursary students 

increases by 0.63 percentage-points compared to 0.40 percentage-points and 0.20 percentage-

points for non-bursary and NSFAS bursary-loan students, respectively. This result suggests that 

bursaries awarded on the basis of merit, as opposed to financial need, may be able to elicit higher 

academic performance from BCIA students; for example, these students may not have to waste 

finite energy worrying about negative stereotypes tied to their racial social identity, and rather 

focus their energy and motivation on the relevant domain. These results remain robust to the 

inclusion of a control for the total monetary value of bursaries received (see column (6)).  

SU bursaries are not necessarily targeted at either academically strong or BCIA students but could 

be awarded on the basis of financial need, or sport and leadership qualities. Similar to the 

recruitment bursary, then, SU bursaries can provide for a double valuation process as they suggest 

to students that the university is serious about transformation and widening access and 

participation to a range of students with diverse backgrounds. A study by Yorke and Thomas 

(2003), for example, found that students receiving institutional bursaries may be more likely to 

persist in their education at that institution if they are of the opinion that the university is willing 

to assist them to realise their goals, and that they are valued and recognised.  

Unfortunately, with the expansion of the NSFAS program, many BCIA students no longer receive 

institutional bursaries. This limits the potential for building a positive relationship with the 

university. Additionally, even though the NSFAS bursary provides funding for all aspects of a 

student’s studies (i.e., tuition, accommodation, food, personal care), students are not able to 

experience the validation they would have received from an institutional bursary. 

The estimates in column (5) are depicted graphically in the left panel of Figure 14. BCIA first-year 

students in the EMS faculty with SU bursaries and matric averages of between 75% and 85% are 

predicted to significantly outperform all other groups with similar matric performances. Private 

and recruitment bursary students are expected to perform the same at all levels of grade 12 

performance, and, amongst students achieving at least 85% in matric, similar to SU bursary 
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students. BCIA first-year students with NSFAS bursaries are predicted to perform lower in their 

June assessments than all other bursary groups, with a growing gap at the upper-end of the grade 

12 average mark distribution.  

Table 5: June average performance and bursary status 

 

 

 

 

Sample: 

 

 

First-year students 

enrolled in the EMS 

faculty 

 

 

 

BCIA first-year students enrolled in the EMS 

faculty 

BCIA first-year 

students enrolled in the 

EMS faculty with a... 

... private 

bursary 

… recruit-

ment 

bursary 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

Recruitment bursary 5.639*** 1.149*** 6.254*** 2.126*** -0.717 -1.271 0.230  

  (1.067) (0.382) (0.967) (0.544) (1.382) (1.375) (0.812)  

Private bursary 3.115*** 1.395*** 3.604*** 1.494 0.792 -0.037  -0.296 

 (0.557) (0.384) (0.670) (0.474) (0.772) (0.711)  (1.363) 

SU bursary 12.650*** 4.399*** 6.473*** 3.928*** 0.777 0.324 2.049*** -3.981 

 (1.047) (0.735) (1.567) (0.955) (0.778) (0.820) (0.486) (2.448) 

NSFAS bursary-loan -3.754 0.725 -2.664 0.599 2.116 1.444 -0.349 5.252** 

 (1.222) (0.975) (1.627) (0.923) (1.317) (1.430) (1.098) (1.894) 

BCIA -6.303*** -2.833***        

  (0.826) (0.819)        

Grade 12 average  0.686***  0.528*** 0.404*** 0.396*** 0.563*** 0.644*** 

   (0.076)  (0.108) (0.118) (0.115) (0.104) (0.139) 

Recruitment bursary  

grade 12 average 

      0.223** 0.225* 0.131  

      (0.113) (0.115) (0.162)  

Private bursary  

grade 12 average 

    0.066 0.043  0.001 

    (0.060) (0.070)  (0.154) 

SU bursary  grade 12 

average 

    0.223*** 0.227*** 0.291*** 0.579*** 

    (0.055) (0.053) (0.063) (0.171) 

NSFAS bursary  

grade 12 average 

    -0.197 -0.225*** -0.290* -0.776*** 

    (0.073) (0.070) (0.156) (0.205) 

Total bursary amount 

received 

     0.000*   

     (0.0000)   

Age  -0.132  -1.024*** -0.932** -0.936** -0.709** 0.119 

   (0.168)  (0.333) (0.339) (0.340) (0.331) (0.548) 

Male  -0.429  -0.636 -0.749 -0.806 -1.145 0.330 

   (0.494)  (1.070) (1.064) (1.076) (1.202) (0.709) 

University residence  1.825***  3.348*** 3.624*** 3.390*** 0.311 4.073*** 

   (0.200)  (0.571) (0.570) (0.618) (0.915) (0.979) 

Fee paying school  2.407**  3.049*** 2.966*** 3.061*** 1.534* 2.370*** 

   (1.152)  (0.918) (0.888) (0.926) (0.752) (1.008) 

Constant 53.453*** 44.237**

* 

47.187*** 39.604*** 40.230*** 40.229*** 50.390*** 51.072*** 

  (0.652) (1.694) (1.073) (2.318) (2.329) (2.326) (2.151) (2.485) 

Observations 14 773 14 741 3 235 3 220 3 220 3 220 1 135 1 056 

R-squared 0.224 0.354 0.123 0.229 0.238 0.239 0.354 0.278 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Covariates included in the models but not shown in the table are home 

language, home province, school fees paid whilst at high school and academic year fixed effects.  

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10 
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The right-hand panel of Figure 14 compares the predicted June performance of BCIA first-year 

students in the EMS faculty who are recorded as receiving only one type of bursary. Whilst the 

gradient in the upward trend in June performance is now flatter, students with SU and recruitment 

bursaries are still predicted to outperform all other bursary type holders. Furthermore, BCIA first-

year students with a NSFAS bursary-loan exclusively are not expected to perform significantly 

better than their counterparts with no bursary. At each level of matric performance, EMS students 

awarded bursaries through recognition of academic merit—fundamental to the awarding of the 

recruitment bursary and many private bursaries— or through recognition by the university itself 

perform better during their first semester at SU.  BCIA students receiving bursaries that are needs-

based, and not necessarily reserved for high-performing students (e.g., NSFAS), or no bursary at 

all perform significantly below their peers. This suggests a mechanism of enhanced performance 

driven by a positive external recognition and validation of self. 

 

Figure 14: Predicted June performance of BCIA first-year students in the EMS faculty, by bursary 

status and grade 12 performance 

 

Source: own calculations. 
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4.4.2 Grade 12 rank and academic performance   

Section 4.4.1 of this thesis made comparisons between students achieving similarly in their matric 

examinations. However, Table 3 indicated that there is a substantial difference in the matric 

performances of "top-students" attending schools of differing socio-economic status. The model 

results captured in Table 6 repeat the analysis of Table 5 for two subsamples of students: students 

that performed in the top 10% of their matric class ("top-students"), and those who did not (non-

"top-students").  For comparison to the results of section 4.4.1., columns (1) and (2) repeat the 

findings of columns (4) and (5) from Table 5 but restricted to academic years 2015 to 2018. 

Restricting the analysis to these years yields similar results to when all 11 years of data were used; 

that is, the positive relationship between grade 12 results and June performance is predicted to be 

highest for SU bursary and recruitment bursary recipients, and lowest amongst NSFAS bursary-

loan recipients.  

Considering the model estimates of columns (3) and (4), the coefficient on grade 12 performance 

for the former group is almost double that of the latter group. This suggests that the June 

performance gap between top-students and non-top-students increases with matric average. It is 

also worth noting that whilst receiving an SU bursary is related to a significantly higher June 

performance for both groups, placement in a university residence is only observed to be related to 

higher June performance amongst top-students.  

Column (5) and (6) include interactions between bursary type and grade 12 performance. In the 

case of non-top-students, the marginal effect of grade 12 average on June performance is not 

estimated to differ significantly by bursary type or status. However, in the case of top-students, the 

marginal effect differs significantly between bursary types, with the marginal effect estimated at 

0.9 and 1.0 amongst recruitment bursary and SU bursary recipients, respectively, and 0.34 and 

0.47 amongst NSFAS and private bursary recipients, respectively. However, since low proportions 

(±5%) of BCIA top-students hold SU bursaries exclusively, the marginal effect amongst SU 

bursary holders is tempered by the negative coefficients on matric performance’s interaction with 

private bursaries and NSFAS.  

Aside from recruitment bursaries, the most common bursaries held by both top and non-top BCIA 

students are private bursaries and NSFAS bursary-loans. The estimates predict that, irrespective 

of matric mark obtained, BCIA top-students with private bursaries and/or a NSFAS bursary only 
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are predicted to perform similarly to non-top-students with the same bursaries, all else equal. 

However, comparing BCIA top- and non-top-students who receive recruitment bursaries only, the 

expected performance gap between these two groups of students widens with matric average. The 

positive and significant coefficient on SU bursary for non-top-students indicates that, irrespective 

of matric performance, students with an SU bursary outperform other non-top students. 

The above analysis is extended to account for not only the relative position of students within their 

matric class’s performance distribution but also their position amongst their cohort of first-year 

peers enrolled in the EMS faculty at SU. The model estimates are presented in Table 7. Note that 

the continuous variable of grade 12 performance is no longer included. The coefficients on the 

BCIA dummy in columns (1) and (2) indicate that, all else equal, BCIA students perform 

significantly below their white peers. This coefficient may be indicative of a stereotype threat. As 

mentioned previously in the thesis, the stereotype threat may be augmented if an individual student 

is domain identified. Assuming top students identify more with academics, it makes sense that the 

coefficient on BCIA is larger amongst top-students than non-top-students.  

Similarly, all bursary types are related to significantly higher June performance amongst top-

students. This indicates that a student’s relative position at high school serves as a moderator for 

the relationship between bursaries received and performance whilst at university.  However, it is 

important to note that having a SU bursary is related to significantly higher June performance 

amongst both top- and non-top BCIA students. Additionally, the coefficients on university 

residence are larger amongst BCIA students. Taken together, these results indicate the particular 

benefits of institutional facilities and structures for minority group students. 

The final analysis of this thesis considers the hypothesis that BCIA students who attended schools 

where they were a member of the out-group, and performed well enough academically to get into 

university, may have developed strategies to deal with the effects of the stereotype threat that arises 

in situations where one’s multiple identities are in conflict; for example, academically 

gifted/meritorious student and member of a minority/low-status social group.  
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Table 6: Least squares regression results 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 

 

 

Sample: 

BCIA first-year 

students enrolled 

in the EMS 

faculty 

BCIA first-year 

students 

enrolled in the 

EMS faculty 

BCIA first-year 

students enrolled in 

the EMS faculty 

("top students") 

BCIA first-year 

students enrolled in 

the EMS faculty 

(non-"top students")  

BCIA first-year 

students enrolled in 

the EMS faculty 

("top students") 

BCIA first-year 

students enrolled in 

the EMS faculty 

(non-"top students") 

Dependent variable: June average (%)   

Recruitment bursary 1.331* -1.744 1.422 1.190 -1.754 -0.083 

  (0.774) (2.097) (0.843) (1.100) (1.381) (3.270) 

Private bursary 2.434** 3.009 2.692 0.613 4.609** 1.184 

 (1.066) (2.027) (1.633) (1.287) (1.828) (2.980) 

SU bursary 4.235*** -0.385 3.173*** 4.736*** -3.138* 4.877** 

 (0.950) (2.155) (0.782) (1.544) (1.731) (1.974) 

NSFAS bursary 1.530 3.672 1.811* 0.671 4.474** 0.448 

 (1.217) (2.167) (0.965) (2.081) (2.016) (2.560) 

Grade 12 average 0.552*** 0.465*** 0.605*** 0.364** 0.682*** 0.390*** 

  (0.154) (0.100) (0.161) (0.147) (0.157) (0.134) 

Recruitment x grade 12 average  0.218*   0.216** 0.104 

  (0.121)   (0.100) (0.259) 

Private x grade 12 average  -0.058   -0.212*** -0.096 

  (0.117)   (0.076) (0.237) 

SU x grade 12 average  0.254***   0.323*** 0.016 

   (0.085)   (0.063) (0.137) 

NSFAS x grade 12 average  -0.241   -0.342** 0.031 

  (0.151)   (0.154) (0.246) 

University residence 5.227*** 5.724*** 6.872*** 2.891 7.782*** 2.455 

  (1.517) (1.538) (2.407) (1.758) (2.520) (1.576) 

First generation 0.521 0.654 -0.672 1.504 -1.820** 1.057 

 (0.499) (0.512) (0.753) (1.219) (0.747) (1.273) 

Constant 33.940*** 34.593*** 31.087*** 34.177*** 35.007*** 39.918*** 

  (3.257) (2.886) (5.267) (6.268) (4.734) (7.287) 

Observations 1 100 1 100 666 434 666 434 

R-squared 0.305 0.313 0.368 0.185 0.343 0.172 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Covariates included in the models but not shown in the table are home language, home province, and academic year 

fixed effects. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10 
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Table 7: Ranking and academic performance 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 

 

Sample: 

 

"Top student" first-

years enrolled in the 

EMS faculty 

 

Not-"top student" 

first-years enrolled 

in the EMS faculty 

 

BCIA "top student" 

first-years enrolled in 

the EMS faculty 

BCIA not-"top 

student" first-years 

enrolled in the 

EMS faculty 

Dependent variable: June average (%)      

 BCIA -4.623*** -2.986***   

 (1.036) (0.855)   

Top decile of first-years’ matric performance 
13.300*** 12.629*** 18.403*** 8.991* 

(1.764) (1.532) (2.214) (5.424) 

75-90th percentile of first-years’ matric performance 
7.879*** 9.147*** 10.374*** 6.363** 

(1.329) (0.799) (1.301) (2.009) 

50-75th percentile of first-years’ matric performance 
5.649*** 5.394*** 3.217** 2.110 

(1.133) (0.491) (1.286) (1.495) 

Recruitment bursary 5.922*** 1.679 6.659*** 2.994* 

 (1.644) (1.679) (2.463) (1.659) 

Private bursary 5.874*** 0.374 6.184*** 1.289 

 (1.239) (0.762) (2.274) (1.651) 

SU bursary 8.295*** 3.438*** 5.740** 5.413** 

 (1.430) (0.923) (2.458) (2.237) 

NSFAS bursary-loan 4.979** 3.385** 5.053 2.386 

 (2.411) (1.340) (3.407) (2.353) 

University residence 4.060*** 1.882*** 7.314*** 2.996** 

 (0.918) (0.440) (1.831) (1.417) 

Constant 52.5475*** 39.147*** 45.159*** 50.515*** 

  (1.997) (1.562) (3.923) (2.931) 

Observations 1 683 3 896 675 442 

R-squared 0.396 0.398 0.345 0.153 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Covariates included in the models but not shown in the table are home language, home province, and academic year 

fixed effects.  

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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This can be explained by the work of, for example, Hennekam and Bennett (2017) that points 

towards four potential strategies that could be adopted in situations in which the negotiation and/or 

conflict felt in the self-construals of minoritised identities emerges. Invalidation of self in 

performance-related domains often contributes to stress and the adoption of separation or dis-

identification strategies, while validation leads to strategies of integration and accumulation that 

contribute to psychological overload. We might, therefore, expect to find that the performance of 

BCIA students at SU is mediated by their experiences of holding a minority/out-group position in 

the past.   

We know from the work of Zoch (2017) that, according to NIDS28 Waves 1 through 3, black 

African school learners predominantly live and go to school in the poorest 40% of neighbourhoods, 

whilst white learners live in the wealthiest 40% of neighbourhoods “and almost always attend the 

richest schools” (p.13). Indian and (to a lesser extent) coloured learners attend schools that are 

based in neighbourhoods richer than the areas in which they reside. Hunter (2010) similarly 

showed that whilst residential areas in Durban remained fairly racially segregated, racial mixing 

within urban schools has increased due to rising numbers of children from relatively poor (but not 

poorest) households in Durban townships commuting long distances to attend affluent schools.  

The most recent General Household Survey (GHS) data from 2018 shows that 95% of learners 

attending a high school that report paying R300 or less to attend school are black African, whilst 

40% of learners attending schools charging fees in excess of R16 000 per annum are white. 

Roughly 70% of black African high school learners report paying nothing to attend school each 

year, whilst just over 50% of white learners report paying R12 000 or higher. Coloured and Indian 

learners are relatively spread over the system, although only 16% of the former group report paying 

in excess of R4 000 for school fees compared to 35.6% amongst the latter.  

Racial segregation across school socio-economic status emerges in the SU first-year data as well. 

Between 2008 and 2013, 95% of the students coming from quintile 1 to quintile 3 schools were 

BCIA, at least half of which were black African, whilst 80% of students coming from quintile 4, 

5 and independent schools were white. After 2014, at least two-thirds of students from quintile 1 

                                                 
28

 National Income Dynamics Survey 
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to quintile 3 schools were black African (and 98% BCIA), whilst the representation of white 

students amongst quintile 4, 5, and independent school enrollees had dropped to 69%.  

We can further see from Table 8 below that 94.5% of white first-year students enrolled in the EMS 

faculty attended schools in which white students represented the majority race group, and that at 

least 50% of these students went to schools in which 82% of learners were white. Similarly, 68% 

of black African first-year students in EMS attended schools in which they were a member of the 

majority group, and the median representation of their racial in-group was 83%.  

Table 8: The racial composition of schools attended by SU first-year students 

 Racial classification of student at SU 

 Black 

African 
Coloured 

Indian/ 

Asian 
White Total 

Majority race group at high school:      

Black African 
68.4 

(70.7) 

3.8 

(7.8) 

21.1 

(6.0) 

1.9 

(15.6) 

8.6 

(100.0) 

Coloured 
11.6 

(7.3) 

59.7 

(74.1) 

19.0 

(3.3) 

3.0 

(15.3) 

14.1 

(100.0) 

Indian/Asian 
0.9 

(7.5) 

0.4 

(7.5) 

17.9 

(42.5) 

0.6 

(42.5) 

1.0 

(100.0) 

White 
19.1 

(2.2) 

36.1 

(8.3) 

42.1 

(1.4) 

94.5 

(88.1) 

76.3 

(100.0) 

Total 
100.0 

(8.9) 

100.0 

(17.5) 

100.0 

(2.4) 

100.0 

(71.1) 
100.0 

Median proportion of learners enrolled at 

SU from high school from same race group 83.1 64.3 12.4 82.3  

Notes: Row proportions indicated on top, whilst column proportions are indicated in italics in parentheses. 

Table 9 contains the results from a regression in which the BCIA dummy variable is interacted 

with the racial profile of a student’s grade 12 class. For comparison, column (1) repeats the results 

of Table 5 column (2). The results indicate that irrespective of the status of white students as the 

majority group at high school, and controlling for all other relevant factors, BCIA students perform 

significantly below white students in the EMS faculty. The coefficients remain robust to the 

addition of school fees reported to be paid by students when registering at SU as a control (column 

3). We should, however, be cautious in interpreting these relationships as the coefficients may be 

picking up confounding effects of school quality and SES.  

Column (4) further controls for the racial composition of students from an individual student’s 

school that also attend SU. More specifically, the regression in column (4) indicates what 

proportion of a student’s school peers attending SU are members of the majority group at SU (i.e. 
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white students). Controlling for both interactions at the same time, we can observe a more complex 

relationship between group status relative to the representation of school peers at SU: A BCIA 

student who represents a minority-group member amongst their school peer group enrolled at SU, 

is expected to perform higher in the June exams, all else constant.  

Table 9: Group status, compositional effects and academic performance 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Sample: First-years enrolled in the EMS faculty 

Dependent variable: June average (%)    

BCIA -2.819*** -3.213*** -2.929** -4.003** 

  (0.861) (1.185) (1.144) (0.934) 

High school majority white learners  -1.132*** -1.144*** -1.079** 

 (0.406) (0.406) (0.486) 

Proportion of school peers at SU that are 

majority group 

   -0.216 

   (1.013) 

BCIA  high school majority white 

learners 

 1.910*** 1.518** -0.514 

 (0.653) (0.634) (0.930) 

BCIA  proportion of school peers at SU 

that are majority group  

   4.013*** 

   (1.134) 

Grade 12 average 0.684*** 0.722*** 0.717*** 0.718*** 

  (0.076) (0.092) (0.092) (0.092) 

Recruitment bursary 1.163*** 0.938* 1.079** 1.012** 

  (0.304) (0.502) (0.536) (0.499) 

Private bursary 1.395*** 1.184*** 1.267*** 1.211*** 

 (0.384) (0.364) (0.377) (0.372) 

SU bursary 4.446*** 4.253*** 4.313*** 4.303*** 

 (0.762) (0.924) (0.917) (0.921) 

NSFAS bursary 1.452 2.620* 3.137** 2.641** 

 (1.506) (1.455) (1.339) (1.472) 

Age -0.126 0.187 0.225 0.188 

  (0.166) (0.302) (0.291) (0.304) 

Male -0.433 -0.140 -0.112 -0.160 

  (0.497) (0.537) (0.533) (0.528) 

University residents 1.833*** 1.581*** 1.582*** 1.316*** 

  (0.203) (0.239) (0.236) (0.238) 

Fee school 2.318* 1.847 -0.292 1.316 

 (1.213) (1.255) (1.574) (1.214) 

Constant 44.343*** 40.836*** 36.498*** 41.682*** 

  (1.821) (2.266) (2.246) (2.248) 

Observations 14 741 10 679 10 679 10 679 

R-squared 0.354 0.389 0.392 0.390 

Source: own calculations 

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Covariates included in the models but not shown in the table are home 

language, home province, and academic year fixed effects. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10 

 

For example, a BCIA first-year student in the EMS faculty with equal proportions BCIA and white 

school peers enrolled at SU is expected to perform 1.9 percentage-points (significant at the 1% 

level) higher than a BCIA student with no majority-group school peers at SU, all else equal. In 
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contrast, a BCIA first-year student at SU with only 20 (80) percent of their school peers enrolled 

at SU as members of the minority(majority)-group is expected to perform 3 percentage-points 

(significant at the 1% level) higher, all else equal. These results could suggest that BCIA students 

finding themselves to be a minority amongst their high school peers whilst at SU may be better 

able to circumvent the threats posed by stereotype threat. No such pattern holds for white first-

year students.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 

This thesis intended to examine the role that the introduction of the recruitment bursary program 

had on the representation of black African, coloured, Indian and Asian (BCIA) students at 

Stellenbosch University (SU), as well as its relationship to academic performance. For the latter, 

the attention of this thesis was limited to the Economic and Management Sciences (EMS) faculty. 

Furthermore, as the recruitment bursary forms an important part of the overall affirmative action 

strategy of SU, this thesis aimed to empirically assess whether or not the receipt of this bursary 

contributes to augmenting or mitigating potential stereotype threat. The methods used to answer 

these questions included descriptive analysis, regression discontinuity design, and least squares 

regressions.  

In terms of the representation of BCIA students, the regression discontinuity plots show a sizeable 

increase in the proportion of BCIA students in the EMS faculty in both 2010 and 2014. To 

determine whether these increases were statistically significant, a regression discontinuity in time 

(RDiT) was utilised. The results from this analysis indicated a significant decrease in the 

proportion of BCIA students in 2010 for the informal introduction of the recruitment bursary. 

However, for the formal introduction in 2014, results showed a significant increase in the 

proportion of first-year BCIA students in the EMS faculty. Therefore, results indicate that the 

formal introduction of the recruitment bursary in 2014 had a positive effect on BCIA 

representation. It must be noted, however, that several other policy tools adopted by the university, 

such as the language policy and resident placement program, could have contributed to the 

improvement in diversity and representation of BCIA students at SU.   

Multivariate regression analysis indicates that June academic performance is estimated to be 

significantly positively related to receipt of a bursary as well as placement within a university 

residence, particularly for BCIA students. An interaction between bursary receipt and school-

leaving (matric) performance indicates a significant moderating effect of the recruitment bursary 

on the relationship between school-leaving performance and academic achievement during the 

first semester at SU.  

Taking these results into consideration, it suggests that bursaries awarded on the basis of merit 

have the potential to elicit higher academic performance from BCIA students, all else equal. This 
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relationship remains when comparing students who received only one type of bursary. This 

provides some preliminary evidence of a double valuation process for BCIA students receiving 

SU-based bursaries. Specifically, receipt of these bursaries can enable out-group students to feel 

welcomed and valued at SU. However, with an increase in NSFAS bursaries awarded, BCIA 

students are increasingly receiving fewer SU-based bursaries as they are encouraged to apply for 

NSFAS instead.  

Extending the analysis to compare students of similar relative (matric class ranking) as opposed 

to absolute performance indicates placement in a university residence to be related to higher June 

performance amongst top-students, irrespective of their own and school socio-economic status. 

Furthermore, a student’s relative position at high school is found to significantly moderate the 

relationship between bursaries received and performance whilst at university.   

These findings can be utilised in future policy to improve the performance of BCIA students. For 

example, SU can consider awarding an institutional bursary to all first-time registered students 

from no-fee schools — even if this be a small top-up to an existing private or NSFAS bursary — 

or a place in a university residence. Not only can this type of recognition on the part of the 

university assist in relationship building and enhance academic performance, but creating 

opportunities for peer interactions and involvement in social activities has been shown to improve 

sense of belonging (Bradbury & Mather, 2009; Strayhorn, 2012).  

Also, because first-years tend to be most concerned about academic expectations, it is important 

that this be coupled with encouragement and guidance from academic and support staff (Hoffman, 

Richmond, Morrow & Salomone, 2002). As found by Fries-Britt and Griffin (2007), a need 

amongst black students to prove themselves to their white peers can often manifest in decreased 

confidence and self-esteem. In this regard, race/ethnicity based student organisations and social 

identity-based spaces have been indicated to increase minority students’ sense of belonging and 

agency (Harper & Quaye, 2007; Quaye, Griffin & Museus, 2015; Stewart & Bridges, 2011). 

The affirmative action policies implemented by SU did improve the representation of BCIA 

students at the university. Therefore, programs like the recruitment bursary that are specifically 

aimed at high-performing BCIA students should be continued, as they attract more skilled BCIA 

students to the institution, improving representation and diversity at SU. However, the programs 

should be expanded and targeted more towards students from no-fee schools as the recruitment 
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bursary has mainly benefitted students from fee-paying schools. This is often the issue with merit-

based bursary programs as evidenced in the research of Heller and Marin (2004). 

Moving forward, these relationships can be more robustly explored using data that captures how 

students feel about their identity, such as their relationship with and attitudes towards their 

academics, attachment to social identities, as well as measures of motivation and self-esteem. 

Furthermore, more accurate school level data would improve the analysis as quintile 5 schools in 

South Africa capture a heterogeneous group of schools that vary considerably in cost, quality and 

racial composition. Accordingly, being able to categorise these schools into more appropriate 

groups would allow for improved analysis.  
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