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Epistemic access and 
success of historically 
disadvantaged students 
during the COVID-19 
pandemic: A South African 
experience

Abstract

The quest for access to higher education has increased rapidly 
in the past 25 years of democracy in South Africa. However, this 
increase has not been matched by student academic success. 
This lack of success may even be worse with the advent of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic has given rise to challenges 
that have affected student learning, especially for students who 
come from historically disadvantaged backgrounds. In response 
to these, many institutions of higher learning have resorted to 
online teaching and learning. Despite this aforementioned lack 
of success, there are some who have succeeded. This group 
of students is the focus of our study. Therefore, the question 
discussed here is: How do students of historically disadvantaged 
backgrounds have access to higher education and succeed in 
their studies, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic? We 
employed a qualitative methodological approach, where the case 
study research design was adopted. A purposive sampling strategy 
was used to select a total of 18 participants from the School of 
Education at the University of Limpopo in South Africa. The sample 
was divided into four categories. The first category was made up 
of 10 students. The second category comprised 2 administrative 
staff, the third category consisted of 4 academic staff and 2 support 
staff (residence and academic writing) formed the last category. 
Data was collected through interviews and document analysis. The 
findings showed that students from disadvantaged backgrounds 
encountered challenges with their academic and their social lives 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, we established that they 
developed coping skills (working in groups, moving around from 
one spot to the other in search of a strong connectivity) to navigate 
through their challenges. These findings imply that students 
from historically disadvantaged backgrounds can succeed if they 
leverage their studies on self-agency and social capital despite 
disruptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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1.	 Introduction 
When the new democratic government in South Africa came to power in 1994, there was a 
need to improve different sectors of society. Amongst other sectors to be improved, was the 
students’ participation rate in higher education. This was done by developing different policies. 
These policies paved the way for the creation of a single non-racial education dispensation, 
transformation of the curriculum, democratisation of university management and increasing 
access and success (access and success roughly means when students are given the 
necessary support to succeed in their studies. More on this is discussed in the literature 
review section) to the previously disadvantaged students in higher education (Badat, 2014). 
However, some of the aspirations these policies have not achieved, such as whether the 
agenda as set out by White Paper 3, has been realised (Essop, 2020). 

The White Paper 3, 1997 (Department of Education [DoE], 1997) succinctly captures 
the spirit of the transformation agenda of higher education in South Africa. Its purpose was 
to address the national needs by facilitating increased access to, and articulation between, 
career-focused and general academic programmes, thus facilitating student mobility between 
different programmes. Its first step was to provide guidance on the shape and size of higher 
education and to obviate the homogenisation of the system by widening access (DoE, 1997). 
As Pillay (2020) indicates, this was also meant to increase participation rates in dealing with 
historical inequities and improve the lives of the citizens in South Africa. This led to a rapid 
increase in student enrolments, which has not been matched with student academic success 
Cross, 2018). For example, at the University of South Africa (UNISA), (a distance learning 
institution with a high student intake in South Africa)

… the headcount enrolments of school-leavers, that is, students in the 18–22 age-group 
increased by 45.3% - from 43 422 to 63 109 - between 2005 and 2017; and in the 18-24 
age-group11 it increased by 59.7% - from 64 158 to 102 448, an annual average growth 
of 4%, which is slightly below that for students in the 25 and above age-group (Essop, 
2020:14). 

Consequently, some scholars started to question the issue of focusing on the drive for 
students’ physical access to institutions of higher learning without looking at their epistemic 
access and success (Morrow, 2009; Manik, 2015). 

From 1994 to 2014, access to higher education was still very limited (Badat, 2005; Nel 
& Kistner, 2009; Leibowitz & Bozalek, 2014). However, in the past five years there has 
been an exponential increase in access to higher education (Tjᴓnneland, 2017). The goal 
of increasing access and success in institutions of higher learning has not been realised in 
the past 25 years. This is evidenced by a small number of throughput rates in institutions 
of higher learning, especially amongst the previously disadvantaged students (Tjᴓnneland, 
2017). White Paper 3 hinted at this slow progress when it observed that there were obstacles 
to epistemic access and success, such as poor funding, low throughputs and high dropout 
rates (Education White Paper 3, DoE, 1997; Essop, 2020). This situation may even be worse 
during the current COVID-19 pandemic (Badat, 2020; Le Grange, 2020; Motala, Sayed & 
de Kock, 2021; Dlamini & Ndzinisa, 2020). In addition, these studies have not looked at its 
influence on the historically disadvantaged students, specifically. Since the pandemic is likely 
to exacerbate the situation, there is a need for studies on epistemic access and the success 
of these students during the COVID-19 pandemic. This may help to understand and manage 
its impact by formulating policies on the pandemic in higher education. 
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2.	 Literature review
The literature review is divided into six sub-themes. The sub-themes are: the COVID-19 
pandemic and its impact on higher education, the conceptualisation of epistemic access, the 
conceptualisation of epistemic success, historically disadvantaged students, enabling factors 
affecting students’ epistemic access and success and challenges to students’ epistemic 
access and success.

2.1 The COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on higher education
The COVID-19 pandemic disease has caused unprecedented harm to society (Diluxe et al., 
2021). Its advent had an impact on different aspects of society including higher education. 
The sudden closure of universities and subsequent departure of students from campuses led 
to an alternative approach to teaching and learning. They had to resort to online learning. As 
Maatuk et al. (2021) indicate, this includes web-based education, digital learning, interactive 
learning, computer-assisted teaching and internet-based learning. However, the sudden 
change to online learning brought with it several challenges. Challenges include a lack of 
social interaction amongst students (Alexander, 2008) and disparities among students in 
terms of access to online teaching and learning (Azubuike et al., 2021). 

A review of literature on epistemic access and success reveals that it has been a 
hotly debated subject. As Nyamupangedengu (2017) indicates, the debate on student 
epistemic access and success dates back to the 1990s. It then became prominent during 
the student protests (#FeesMustFall Movement) of 2015 and 2016, which were initially 
ignited by unaffordable fee hikes (Costandius et al., 2018). Blame was also placed on 
the irrelevant curricula, which led to the call for a decolonised curriculum by students 
(Costandius et al., 2018). 

Concomitant to this, was the issue of epistemic access and success. Since then, there 
has been a steady increase in literature on these specific issues (Du Plooy & Zilindile, 2014; 
Lewin & Mawoyo, 2014). This debate can be categorised into three themes: the debate about 
the concept epistemological access (Morrow, 2009; CHE, 2010), factors affecting students’ 
epistemic access (Bozalek, Garrawy & McKenna, 2011; Lewin & Mawoyo, 2014; Maphosa et 
al., 2014), factors affecting students’ success (Lewin & Mawoyo, 2014; Nyamupangedengu, 
2017) and challenges in dealing with epistemic access and success (Lewin & Mawoyo, 2014; 
Cross, 2018; Manram & Maistry, 2018; Toquero, 2020). 

2.2 Conceptualisation of epistemic access 
The concept of student epistemic access is a contested terrain because there are different 
meanings attached to the concept. This makes it difficult to reach a common understanding of 
the concept. These meanings can be grouped into two categories. Those that see access as 
merely a physical entry into an institution of higher learning and those that go beyond physical 
access to include the support (additional teaching time, peer mentoring and tutorials) that 
goes with it. Alexander (2008) and Gamede (2006) explain access only as a physical entry 
into an institution of learning. Other scholars (Badat, 2014; Cross & Atinde, 2015; Du Plooy & 
Zilindile, 2014) explain access as a process that involves integration into university academic 
life and the ways of knowing and connecting it to opportunity and success. Therefore, our 
perception of access is that it is more than a mere physical presence. It calls for the creation 
of an enabling environment by the provision of resources such as academic, administrative 
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and support staff. It also requires the provision of tutorials and academic development support 
services to students (Morrow, 2009).

2.3 Conceptualisation of epistemic success
On the other hand, epistemic success, similar to the concept of access, also carries multiple 
meanings because of its fluidity. Thus, it is not easy to confine it to one meaning. Therefore, it 
is difficult to have a common understanding of what it means. In some instances, it may refer 
to cognitive abilities such as achievement in learning; whereas in some cases it may refer to 
social wellbeing, which encompasses good social relations or interrelations in an ecological 
psycho-social system (Morrow, 2009). The system may include collaborative knowledge-
building, reflective learning, individual construction of knowledge (self-efficacy) and the ability 
to apply knowledge in practical situations (Lonka, Ketonen & Vermunt, 2021). Regarding 
collaborative learning, success means that the student should be able to work with others 
effectively in order to succeed. Concerning reflective learning, and an individual’s construction 
of knowledge, as well as the ability to apply knowledge in practical situations, success in this 
article means the ability to employ strategies to mitigate challenges. Our view of success 
is more than just cognitive success, such as pass rates and throughputs. It includes being 
emotionally intelligent and being able to work with others under stressful conditions. 

2.4 Historically disadvantaged students 
The concept of who historically disadvantaged students are requires our comment if we are 
to understand their epistemic access and success. It (the concept) still lacks a universally 
accepted definition despite the fact that it has been subjected to a rigorous interrogation from 
educational researchers who draw from the Bourdean tradition (Cross & Atinde, 2015). In the 
South African context, it is used to refer to Black students (African and Coloureds) who through 
their historical race classification by the apartheid system, constituted poor and working-class 
students. Thus, students from these backgrounds are often regarded as having socio-cultural 
deficits. However, contrary to this view, we contend as others do (Cross & Atinde, 2015) that 
these students have unrecognised resources (for example, multilingualism) and dispositions 
that stand them in good stead to succeed in higher education. They have resources such as 
social agency and resilience to succeed against all odds (Masutha & Naidoo, 2021). Therefore, 
the narrative of the historically disadvantaged students needs to be qualified. In this context, 
the concept refers to Black students (African and Coloureds) who are classified as poor and 
from the working-class; mainly found in historically black universities. 

2.5 Enabling factors affecting students’ epistemic access  
and success

Given this understanding of epistemic access and success as more than mere physical 
access, there are other factors that should be considered. Such factors either enable or 
inhibit student success. Enablers include policy documents and guidelines that provide a 
legislative framework, such as the Post-School Education and Training Policy (2013) and 
Credit Accumulation and Transfer (CAT) (2014) that seek to facilitate movement across all 
divisions within higher education and training. There are challenges with its implementation, 
however, such as the differences of institutional programme requirements. Furthermore, other 
factors that serve as enablers are teaching qualifications, the use of varied ways of presenting 
module content and effective handling of assessment and feedback (Maphosa et al., 2014). 
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2.6 Challenges to students’ epistemic access and success
Besides the enablers, there are also inhibitors to students’ access and success, such as 
students’ lack of preparedness, their incapability of using resources, lack of teaching and 
learning space, and a lack of academic writing and study skills (Badat, 2020). Other challenges 
include epistemic exclusion of vulnerable students (such as those who are from historically 
disadvantaged backgrounds) because of lack of resources such as laptops and internet 
connectivity (Lavazza & Farina, 2020; Timmermann, 2020). Additionally, online teaching and 
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic can be a disabler for epistemic access and success 
(Badat, 2020). Finally, there is also an emergence of epistemic uncertainties brought about 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, universities are uncertain about how to implement 
online teaching as there are no clear policies to guide and regulate it. Most of the activities 
are on a trial and error basis (Viale, 2020; Dunwoody, 2020). For example, in some instances 
students submit their assessment activities online, only to find that their work does not appear 
in the system. When students make a follow-up, there are no clear policies and guidelines yet 
for recourse (Kaup et al., 2020). 

What emerges from this literature so far is: how do students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds succeed in their studies especially during the COVID-19 pandemic? Such 
information obtained may be helpful to universities, researchers and policy makers in 
addressing the COVID-19 pandemic and then especially for resource-poor students. It is 
against this backdrop that this study sought to explore strategies used by students from 
historically disadvantaged backgrounds to succeed during the COVID-19 pandemic. To this 
end, the research questions for the study were formulated. 

3.	 Research questions 
Main question:
How do students from historically disadvantaged backgrounds access and succeed in their 
studies during the COVID-19 pandemic?

Sub-questions:
1.	 What challenges do students from historically disadvantaged backgrounds encounter as a 

result of the COVID-19 pandemic regarding epistemic access? 

2.	 What challenges do such students encounter as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic 
regarding epistemic success?

3.	 How do such students deal with these challenges?

4.	 Theoretical framework
There are different theories that can be used in researching students’ epistemic access and 
success in higher education such as: Social Realism (Archer & Archer, 1995), Activity Theory 
(AT), (Engeström, 1999), Legitimation Code Theory (LCT) (Bernstein, 2000; Maton, 2013), 
and Resilience Theory (RT) (Garmezy, 1987). Lastly, epistemic access and success may be 
explained through Resilience Theory (RT). For this paper, we have applied the Resilience 
Theory (Garmezy, 1987) to examine the issue. 
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4.1 Resilience Theory
Resilience can be understood in different ways: as a process and as an outcome. As a 
process it refers to an individual’s ability to adjust well to a special adversity (Theron, 2016). 
As an outcome, it refers to the ability to maintain or regain strength despite significant stress 
or adversity (Kalisch et al., 2017). Therefore, in essence resilience is an individual’s ability 
to succeed under difficult situations. This can be achieved by the ability to draw from one’s 
own resources, such religious beliefs or self-efficacy. In some cases, the ability to overcome 
adverse circumstances may come from one’s connectivity with other people or societal 
structures such as family, friends and the community. This we can refer to as social capital. 

Broadly speaking, it encapsulates how some individuals, through self-agency, can bounce 
back in life after experiencing adversity. But, when scrutinised more closely, it carries numerous 
meanings. Rutter (2013) looks at it as an adaptation of an individual to a situation when given 
the right resources and social supportive environment. Garmezy (1987) looks at it from a 
socio-ecological perspective: where success relies on individual, family and support factors. 

Werner (2000) argues that for a person to succeed in the face of adversity that person 
should have appropriate individual attributes, family support, emotional support and external 
system support such as the church, political organisations and non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) in place. What emerges from this discourse is well captured by Duchek, Raetz and 
Scheuch (2020) who outline the tenets of resilience as anticipation, coping and adaptation. 
These imply that the individual should be able to anticipate adversity before it arrives, and 
prepare for it. In doing so, the individual increases their chances of coping with adversity. But, 
since such an anticipated situation may be unavoidable, the individual should adapt to a new 
situation, that is, to bounce back. 

Thus, in this study, we used this theory because we found it appropriate to scaffold the 
participants’ responses that helped us in answering the research question. This was done by 
using two of the three tenets of the theory, as already outlined. We looked at how students 
coped with adversity caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, how they coped and 
adapted in their studies during online teaching, learning and assessment. We looked at the 
way in which the students used their social capital to cope and also how they leveraged 
their self-agency and socio-ecological iterations to adapt in order to succeed during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The use of Resilient Theory is consistent with how others have used 
it. For example, Sommer, Howell and Hadley (2016) used it to analyse how to stay positive 
and build strength during organisational crises and Duchek, Raetz and Scheuch (2020) used 
it to explore the role of diversity in organisational resilience. More specifically, the theory 
was used by Cassidy (2015) on the nature of the association between academic self-efficacy 
and academic resilience to develop an intervention meant to promote resilience in students. 
Additionally, Mwangi et al. (2015) focused on the relationship between academic resilience 
and academic achievement among secondary school students in Kenya. This evidence points 
to the importance of the Resilient Theory as a theoretical lens in understanding students’ 
epistemic access and success. 

5.	 Methodology 
This study adopted the qualitative research approach, where a case study research design 
was used. Since the study intended to serve as an instrument to inform diverse stakeholders 
such as researchers, policy makers, students and lecturers, we adopted a single-instrumental 
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case study (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). It was used to explore strategies that students from 
historically disadvantaged backgrounds use to succeed in their studies during the COVID-19 
pandemic at a South African university. We found the design suitable to understand the 
experiences of participants from their own viewpoint (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013). It also helped 
us to interact and gain nuanced insights on the way in which students coped with and adapted 
to the COVID-19 pandemic challenges.

5.1 Sampling 
A purposive sampling strategy was used to select 18 participants from the School of 
Education at the University of Limpopo. This is a sampling strategy where participants 
are selected because of their potential to provide data relevant to the research question 
(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). Applying purposive sampling, the sample was divided into 
four categories. The first category was made up of 10 students, designated as S1, S2, S3, 
S4, S5, S6, S7, S8, S9 and S10. The second consisted of 2 members of the administrative 
staff, AS1 and AS2. The third category comprised 4 members of the academic staff, labelled 
as AC1, AC2, AC3 and AC4. The last category included 2 members of the support staff 
(residence and academic writing), referred to as SS1 and SS2. The reason for there being 
18 participants was because those eighteen were deemed appropriate to provide the 
required data to answer the research questions. 

The composition of the student sample had to meet the following five criteria: First, they 
had to be receiving financial aid through the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) 
in the final year of the programme. The NSFAS criterion was important because currently it 
is regarded as a measure by the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) for 
students who come from historically disadvantaged backgrounds (Jackson, 2002). Second, 
they were supposed to have come from quintile 1, 2 or 3 schools. The quintile system of 
schools advocates for a funding system that promotes equity, which means that schools that 
are well resourced receive less money from the national government, while poorly resourced 
schools are allocated more money. Schools classified as quintile 1, 2 or 3 are less resourced 
(Mwabu & Schultz, 1996). Third, they had to come from a township or a rural village area. 
This was a measure of their being from disadvantaged backgrounds. Four, they had to have 
succeeded in their studies, and not to have repeated a subject in their studies. This was 
important because we wanted only students who were successful, despite the challenges 
they faced during the COVID-19 pandemic. Fifth, they had to be well-balanced in terms of 
gender and residence type. The residence type question sought to find out the experiences of 
those living in the university residences and those who lived in the university neighbourhood 
because they face different challenges; for example, those off campus often experience a lack 
of electricity which the campus residents do not. This fifth criterion is an important one as it 
is high on the agenda for the transformation of higher education in South Africa in pursuit of 
social justice and equity (Department of Education, 1997). This was achieved by using the 
purposive sampling strategy where the academic records were perused to identify successful 
students by gender. 

The administrative staff were selected based on having direct experience with the 
students’ access and throughput. They provided us with the data related to the profiles 
of students. We were then able to select those who succeeded in terms of academic 
performance. The administrative staff also had to have had at least two years’ experience 
working at the university. This level of experience was deemed necessary as they would 
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be able to provide data regarding how students used their services for support. Academic 
staff had to be associated with the programmes for which the selected students were 
registered. These were important for the supplying of data related to the students’ academic 
performance in the lecture halls and laboratories. The support staff had to have had at least 
two years’ experience of working with students in their various capacities. This category 
was important for supplying data on how student support services (library, computer centre, 
counselling) were used by the students. 

5.2 Data construction 
Data were constructed through four datasets as follows:

Dataset 1: Data on the profile of the School of Education was constructed by collating data 
on the academic and administrative staff, the curriculum orientation, the overall instructional 
programme, the formal access arrangements for students and staff, the student numbers (size) 
of the school, the student distribution by gender and the broad philosophy of the school in 
terms of what it sees as its distinctive mission and identity. This data came from a combination 
of interviews with the academic, administrative, support staff, students and the relevant school 
documents, such as school calendar (Document A) and academic records (Document B). 
These documents were important to distinguish between the profiles of students who came 
from disadvantaged backgrounds and those who did not. For example, the documentation 
was used to distinguish between those who qualified for NSFAS and those who did not. They 
also helped us to select those who were successful and those who were not (from academic 
records: Document B).

Dataset 2: Sampled students were interviewed individually using a semi-structured 
interview protocol that covered the three research foci of the study (experience, engagement 
and effects) and the three cultural domains (institutional, academic, student) that frame the 
investigation. In line with our theoretical framework (process and outcomes) and as a response 
to the research questions, the interview dataset helped us to identify nuances in the students’ 
teaching and learning experiences as well as to explore their engagement with their peers, 
lecturers and support staff, and the effect thereof. Of specific importance for this study, was 
an understanding of their biography/background and the implications of campus experience. 

Dataset 3: School administration staff were individually interviewed to determine the 
formal arrangements for access and service as well as the collective experiences of student 
problems, needs, challenges and concerns from the point of view of the administrative staff. 
This evidence was meant to triangulate the data to explain experiences of the student-
administration encounter and the extent to which this interface facilitates or frustrates 
academic access and success.

Dataset 4: School academic staff were interviewed as well to determine their understanding 
of the student experience and their enumeration of the obstacles to student progression within 
the academic sphere. This data provided a lecturer’s perspective on the student encounter 
with the teaching and learning context of a particular school and how lecturers identified the 
problems and their resolution in academic terms.

5.3 Data analysis
De Casterlé et al. (2012) argue that qualitative data analysis can be a complex, laborious and 
time-consuming process. This is due to the need to follow specific steps in summarising the 
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constructed data. First, we followed Miles and Huberman’s (2014) recommendation that the 
process of data analysis should follow three concurrent processes, namely, data reduction, 
data display and conclusion drawing or verification. Thus, we reread the data transcripts 
closely several times until we had distilled what we found to be manageable data. We then 
coded the data on a data matrix. According to Miles and Huberman (2014), codes are tags 
or labels that are assigned to the documents or segments of documents (i.e., paragraphs, 
sentences or words) to help catalogue key concepts while preserving the context in which 
these concepts occur. The coding process included development, finalisation and application 
of the code structure. Using codes, we examined what was articulated, that is the content and 
how it was said, i.e. the language usage. From the process of coding we kept moving back 
and forth between data analysis and the literature, and that helped us to develop four themes. 

Using the Resilient Theory, we could make meaning out of emerging themes, as Azungah 
(2018) advises, and we were enabled to merge the empirical evidence from the data with 
theoretical explanations (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014). This oscillation between the 
past literature on epistemic success and the collected data to develop themes helped us to 
answer the research question. Thus, the past literature helped us to leverage data analysis on 
Resilient Theory. Therefore, we were able to distil the essence, meanings and norms, order, 
patterns and rules that led us to the following four themes: Challenges encountered regarding 
access to teaching and learning, challenges encountered regarding success, strategies that 
students use to deal with the challenges, support that students get to deal with the challenges 
and lessons learnt from their experiences. These themes were derived from the research 
questions and the data constructed.

5.4 Ethical considerations 
Data for this article comes from a larger study project: Understanding epistemic access and 
success of historically disadvantaged students in South African universities (REC-01-155-
2019) that was approved by the Faculty of Humanities Research Ethics Committee at the 
University of Johannesburg. Different sites were used to collect data, including the University 
of Limpopo. For this reason, the University of Limpopo gave gatekeeper permission. 

Regarding ethical issues, we considered the following: informed consent, confidentiality, 
discontinuance, anonymity, protection from harm and data management. The participants 
were given informed consent forms to complete. This was done before the research process 
commenced. They were also informed that they were at liberty to withdraw from the study 
should they have felt uncomfortable at any time. Additionally, their identities were kept 
anonymous. We also promised that the data would be used for research purposes only. 
Furthermore, we ensured that our interaction with them was not in any way harmful to them. 
For example, we observed social distancing by using telephone and online discussion with 
the participants in order to adhere to COVID-19 protocols. Finally, the data were secured for 
future use at the University of Johannesburg archives and anonymised at the site where the 
study was conducted. This was because the research was conducted by the University of 
Johannesburg, while the University of Limpopo was just the research field. 

5.5 Trustworthiness of the research 
The trustworthiness of a study plays an important role in ensuring the integrity of a study 
(Lincoln, Lynham & Guba, 2011). In this study, we undertook five steps (credibility, transferability, 
dependability, conformability and subjectivity) to ensure the trustworthiness of our findings. 
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This was done as follows: To ensure the credibility of the study, we went back to the 
participants for member-checking after the transcription of the interviews. We read the 
transcripts to them to ascertain the correctness of the way in which transcripts were captured 
and asked them to confirm or negate. In instances where there were discrepancies, transcripts 
were rephrased. There was also continuous interaction between the participants and the 
researchers until the finalisation of the study. 

Transferability of the findings was done by ensuring that we constructed rich and more 
nuanced data. For example, we ensured that their responses were thick enough by probing 
and rephrasing questions to give a clear picture of issues related to epistemic access and 
success. The participants’ responses helped us to obtain detailed information on the context. 
This helped us to maximise the transferability of the findings of the study to other contexts. 

Regarding the dependability of the study, certain steps were taken to ensure whether 
another researcher who followed the same steps could arrive at comparable findings. To this 
end, we used transparent approaches by using more than one method of data construction 
(interviews and documents) as described earlier. Regarding conformability and subjectivity, 
we had to ensure that the findings and conclusions are based on the data collected from the 
participants and not our own extrapolation.

6.	 Findings 
The findings reveal that students encountered diverse challenges during the COVID-19 
pandemic, but were able to overcome them. They used various strategies to succeed, which 
provided lessons to be learned going forward. These become clear in the discussion below.

6.1 Challenges encountered by students regarding access to learning 
We were guided by our research questions to develop themes as explained under the data 
analysis section. Therefore, the first theme was based on the first question that focused on the 
challenges encountered by students in accessing higher education. The first issue noted by 
students and staff members was regarding the access to teaching and learning using online 
facilities. When the COVID-19 pandemic struck, it found that universities, similar to many 
other sectors, were unprepared. The university staff needed to find or create alternative ways 
to respond to the challenges. For example, lecturers had to switch to online delivery. Most 
historically disadvantaged universities were unfamiliar with online teaching and learning. The 
staff and students had to adjust to new ways of doing things (Maphalala, Khumalo & Khumalo, 
2018). The unpreparedness of staff and students posed serious challenges. Lecturers 
struggled to prepare lessons for online teaching. In some instances, they needed guidance 
from students on how to use online learning facilities such as the Blackboard platform. One 
lecturer (AC2) when asked about his experience in the use of Blackboard to be able to teach, 
responded by indicating that: 

It is very difficult. It is very confusing because it is a combination of stuff and the culture. 
And mostly, it is … because the curriculum… you know you get it at a later stage because 
you missed a lot of stages because of the lack of training in the use of facilities such as 
the Blackboard. So, we had to learn a lot of things in a short space of time.

The students confirmed that lecturers encountered challenges with online teaching. In 
some instances, staff requested them to assist them in the use of online facilities. One student 
(S9) said: 
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Most of the lecturers were not familiar with this new mode of teaching online. They had 
to adjust. It took them a very long time to adjust. They could not even present a lecture 
using a blackboard. So we had to work under pressure and it was not a good thing at all. 
We had to accommodate our lecturers instead of them accommodating us. But even now 
some of our supervisors are still struggling. They would tell us that they are old, they do 
not know these things, referring to Blackboard. 

These responses by the lecturer and the student highlight the challenges that students 
encountered regarding access to teaching and learning because of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This finding is consistent with the observation by Badat (2020) who points out that online 
teaching and learning poses a big threat to access in higher education in South Africa, 
especially for students who come from historically disadvantaged backgrounds.

Another set of challenges that filtered from the data was on the availability of mobile data 
and in some cases network coverage. One student (S4) succinctly expressed it as such:

We who come from rural areas, had challenges with internet connectivity. We were 
unable to log into the system and consequently, could not attend some of the classes. The 
geographic location of where we are staying suffers from unstable network connection. 
To remain connected, we had to move from one room to the other or move outside the 
house. This was also compounded by lack of mobile data because it is very expensive for 
us, which affected our learning. 

This response shows that the pandemic affected students differently. Those who came 
from disadvantaged backgrounds had difficulties in gaining access to online learning. The 
geographic area in which their homes are situated did not serve as a conducive learning 
environment. Students who live in deep rural areas are often confronted with this type of 
challenge. This finding is in line with Aini et al. (2020), who observed that students using 
e-learning tools face a variety of challenges, including internet connectivity. They also found 
that students had no e-learning system support. The challenge is more acute in rural areas 
than in urban areas. Consequently, students in rural areas are likely to remain behind in terms 
of access to the curriculum than those in urban areas. This is likely to perpetuate inequalities. 
This was compounded by the lack of policy guidelines on teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

6.2 Challenges encountered by students regarding success 
Other than the access challenges, students also experienced challenges that affected their 
success. One such challenge was regarding assessment (Motsa, 2021). Staff members 
seemed not to have been prepared for online assessment strategies. The students, on the 
other hand, complained about having to switch to typing essays on Blackboard from the 
conventional handwritten essays. They indicated that typing slowed their pace in answering 
questions, resulting in their being unable to finish their assessment tasks timeously. One 
student (S3) captured this as follows:

We used to fight with our lecturers with regard to the duration of time allocated for the 
exam. We were not familiar with typing when writing a test. I remember when writing an 
economics test, 80% of us could not finish. When we told the lecturer, he just said: “that 
is nothing”. They were not prepared to accommodate us on assessments. They also did 
not give us enough time to prepare for the exams. 

From this excerpt, we can see that the pandemic posed a huge challenge to the academic 
programmes at universities, especially in terms of teaching, learning and assessment for the 
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lecturers and students. This disrupted the academic plan as outlined in the university calendar 
at the sample at the University of Limpopo (Document A). 

It is also worth noting that the use of online learning destroyed the peer-to-peer collaboration 
amongst students. The social distancing regulation made it difficult for them to use group work 
in their studies. The participants argued that social distancing worked against their usual way 
of doing things such as studying together to assist one another. However, contrary to this 
assertion, one student (S1) stated emphatically that: “We do gather together. That is how 
we help each other with university work such as group discussions and assignment writing”. 
This appears to have been in contravention of the COVID-19 pandemic regulations. This 
observation may imply that students from disadvantaged backgrounds improvised in various 
ways, including stepping out of the bounds of the pandemic regulation in order to succeed. 
This is in line with the findings by Varol et al. (2021) who observed that students were willing 
to adhere to the COVID-19 pandemic regulations; but not always, especially not when it stood 
between them and success. 

6.3 Strategies used to mitigate challenges encountered on access 
and success

In answering the sub-question on “How do they deal with these challenges?” Our findings 
revealed that several strategies needed to be adopted. We found that the lecturers and 
students collaborated to mitigate the adverse experiences in enhancing access and success 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, especially in the use of online technologies. They had to work 
together to enhance access and success. One student (S5) was emphatic by saying that:

We had to work well in collaboration with our lecturers. They were understanding and 
tried to accommodate us where we did not understand. In instances where we missed 
classes due to lack of connectivity or internet instability, they recorded lessons which we 
could have access to after the class. They also sent us notes that we were able to use. 
But when we write tests, they usually do not give additional time. One of the lecturers 
(AC4) corroborated the student’s response by saying:

We work well with the students. We did provide notes for them. Those who miss classes 
due to a variety of reasons, including network problems, are provided with recordings of 
lessons and notes. When they write a test, we do give them additional time due to unstable 
network connectivity. We also teach during weekends and after hours to accommodate 
all the students.

The increased collaboration between students and lecturers is a vital strategy for students’ 
access and success. Regarding assessment, contrary to what one of the students indicated 
earlier, one lecturer (AC1) revealed that students were given additional time to accommodate 
the challenges that students experienced during assessment, for example, typing. Students 
claimed that they were not used to answering examinations through typing, and therefore 
needed more time to do so. The differences might be due to the variation in their interpretation 
of the concept of additional time. This finding is in line with what Rowan and Galanakis (2020) 
observed, namely, that increased collaboration between stakeholders held the key to mitigating 
adverse effects on schooling during the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, Toquero (2020) 
outlines additional strategies, which include the migration of students from campuses to their 
homes to avoid the spike in infections and scaling up lecturers’ training for online learning and 
teaching strategies. 
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The students indicated that they had developed several survival strategies. For example, 
concerning the lack of network connectivity, they had to return to their places of residence 
near the university where there is strong internet connectivity. Those who are far from the 
university, indicated that they survived by moving from one spot to another in search of strong 
connectivity. One student (S1) said: “We move from one spot to another. For example, I move 
from the garage to the living room and ultimately outside the house until I find an appropriate 
spot”. They also help each other by working in groups even when writing a test (S1). Our 
findings confirmed the relevance of the Resilience Theory in this context and have provided 
a robust analysis of its use. The theory stresses the survival of an individual who is facing 
adverse circumstances. That is, how an individual can bounce back through self-agency after 
experiencing an adversity in life. The analysis shows that the students overlooked their negative 
circumstances (lack of resources such as computers, textbooks and proper accommodation) 
to beat the odds and succeed in their studies during the COVID-19 pandemic. It has enabled 
us to reveal that, despite their impoverished backgrounds, these students have succeeded 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, as evidenced by their academic records (Document B). 

6.4 Support provided for students
In this theme, we highlight the support that the university provides to enable epistemic access 
and success during the COVID-19 pandemic. This support can be divided into two categories, 
namely, the support from administrative staff and the support from the support staff. 

As a result of the pandemic, students had to be sent home and this made it difficult for all 
students to physically access help from the university, especially from the administrative staff. 
For example, in a case where a student wanted to change courses and/or add a course on 
the study programme, it was not easy to do so. This became a barrier because it would not 
be possible to access such help. Consequently, there arose a need for an alternative way of 
supporting them. The university administrative staff member (AS2) enthusiastically explained 
the alternative supporting strategy by stating that: 

We have opened a school-based email address, as the volume of individual emails 
became too cumbersome to handle efficiently. This approach facilitated the interaction 
between students and us. However, the school email option had its own limitation in that 
some students could not communicate effectively due to language barriers in expressing 
what their problems actually were. Consequently, in some cases, it was difficult to assist 
the students as they could not be easily decoded. 

This finding reveals the challenges the administrative staff encountered in their effort to 
support the students whilst they were away from campus. The challenges revolve around the 
limitations in the use of emails and the difficulty in decoding what students were communicating. 
This finding has also been revealed in a study by Zhang et al. (2020). They found that to 
appropriately deal with the issue of many emails and to still efficiently communicate with the 
students, there was a need for information on the superhighway (this is an extensive electronic 
network appropriate for the rapid transfer of information). 

In addition to the support by administrative staff, there was also support from the support 
staff (academic excellence centre, counselling). Their role in creating an enabling environment 
for epistemic access and the success of students has proved critical. This is evidenced by 
the use of some of the interventions to deal with challenges faced by the students. They 
provided support and counselling to staff and students who were self-quarantining. In some 
cases, they provided sanitisers, masks and basic information necessary for dealing with the 
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COVID-19 pandemic regulations and peer education. This kind of support and counselling 
was necessary for the students to help them be strong and continue to access classes. This 
support was critical for success in their studies during the COVID-19 pandemic. One support 
staff (SS2) member captured their role succinctly by stating that:

During the COVID-19 pandemic, we counselled a number of students who had different 
challenges such as anxiety and depression due to the loss of a family member who had 
succumbed to the disease. Also, there were those who tested positive and were afraid 
that they were going to die. Furthermore, there were those who struggled to cope with 
their studies because they are by nature visual and kinaesthetic students. 

The above comment by the support staff member shows that most students were 
emotionally and psychologically affected by the pandemic. Counselling was especially 
important for support and motivation to enable students to cope with attending classes, 
having access to lessons and ultimately succeed (Govender, Reddy & Bhagwan, 2021). This 
sentiment was corroborated by one of the participating students (S3) who remarked that: 

Peer education helped me to know people, meet different people, know them and talk to 
them. It helped me to be brave and outgoing and interact more. Before then I was a shy 
and closed person. I never raised my hand in class for the past three years. They taught 
me about health issues such as teenage pregnancy and other health related issues. 

The COVID-19 pandemic, similar to any other pandemic, requires group therapy as one 
of the strategies to conquer its psychological and social effects (Sheraton et al., 2020). As 
Brusadelli et al. (2020) indicate, group therapy is important as it could be done online, where 
participants can support each other to cope with adverse circumstances. Thus, it could be done 
while observing the COVID-19 pandemic health protocols. From the preceding response, one 
can sense that the students felt more empowered when working in groups (Orrù et al., 2020; 
Mpango et al., 2020).

Furthermore, the university supported the students in numerous ways, including with the 
provision of mobile data bundles. Students indicated that this was helpful support as some 
of them did not have access to these resources. This was confirmed by one of the students 
(S7), who stressed: 

We experienced challenges with mobile data and had to move back to campus so 
that we could make use of the university computers and Wi-Fi. The Wi-Fi enabled us 
to form WhatsApp groups, which provided us with an opportunity to form peer group 
learning. We were able to communicate faster with fellow students. For example, 
through video clips and live chat functions, we were able to make use of learning apps 
to make learning easier. Furthermore, the university provided accommodation for us, 
which offered great relief. 

Providing these facilities helped students to form study groups, which is in line with the 
tenets of Resilient Theory. Thus, we used the theory to understand how these narratives about 
student support enabled epistemic access and success. As already indicated, the Resilient 
Theory posits that epistemic access and success is dependent on the individual’s adaptation 
to an environment that has an intersection of ecological support involving family, peer support 
and social structures (Rutter, 2013; Garmezy, 1987). In other words, epistemic access and 
success is broader than physical entry as espoused by Morrow (2009). 
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7.	 Discussion
The study sought to explore how students from historically disadvantaged backgrounds 
have access to and succeed in their studies at institutions of higher learning especially 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study revealed that students from historically 
disadvantaged backgrounds had several challenges regarding access and success during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Concerning access, the challenges included difficulties with online teaching and learning 
due to the unpreparedness of staff and students, the lack of availability of mobile data and 
network coverage, especially for students who are in deep rural areas. This is in accordance 
with the observation by Badat (2020) when he remarks that online teaching is fraught with 
difficulties and challenges. The observation is also consistent with other studies elsewhere. 
In the Philippines, Agung, Surtikanti and Quinones (2020) found that availability, access and 
sustainability of an internet connection remain a challenge for individual students, especially 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The implication is that lack of connectivity may reinforce 
disparities between students who have stable connectivity and those who have challenges 
with connectivity. 

Regarding success, the study revealed that students experienced challenges that affected 
their success. The challenges centred mainly around online assessment. These included: 
typing of assignments and the inability to work in groups when doing projects and laboratory 
experiments. However, despite these challenges, students’ narratives during interviews 
showed how they used their resilience to survive and succeed. This finding is in line with 
the observation by Dewart et al. (2020) who said that students encountered challenges in 
running their practical clinical assessments because they could not be done online. Kaup 
et al. (2020) also highlight the difficulties of using online assessment. However, they went 
further to propose a solution to the challenge by indicating that universities can use Proctorio 
and a Google Chrome extension that monitors students when they write exams. Mseleku 
(2020) indicates that a major problem is on how to avoid plagiarism during examinations. 
Maddumapatabandi and Gamage (2020) went into detail by indicating the major challenge 
with online assessment is that the absence of invigilators and supervisors make it difficult to 
ensure the legitimacy and reliability of the examinations, whilst at the same time maintaining 
the integrity of assessment methods. The next and the most important issue is how students 
mitigate against the challenges identified. 

In dealing with the challenges identified, the students employed varied strategies such as 
collaboration with one another, flexibility in teaching and learning, individual innovation and 
socio-ecological systems. In line with the Resilient Theory, the strategies enabled the students 
to access and succeed despite challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

8.	 Implications of the study 
These findings have several implications for universities, researchers and policy makers. For 
universities the study has laid bare the inequalities among students. Our data have revealed 
that some students have no access to resources such as laptops and network connectivity 
that are often taken for granted. There is a need for universities to be more creative and 
innovative in maximising the use of technology in teaching and learning. The pandemic 
has amplified the need for student support, especially for those coming from historically 
disadvantaged backgrounds, in order to improve their epistemic access and success. 
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Additionally, this study has underscored the importance of self-agency as a cornerstone to 
adapting to adverse situations brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. There is also a need 
to improve quality assurance mechanisms on assessment. Lastly, it should be noted that 
even though this study is not generalisable to a wider population, the implications espoused 
here are crucial for the South African higher education system. This could help to enhance 
critical pedagogies and community partnerships by allowing students to be innovative and 
creative to access online teaching and learning, and by fostering community partnerships 
with their peers, support staff, the academic and administrative staff as a leverage for their 
access and success in their studies. 

9.	 Conclusion
The study sought to explore strategies that students from historically disadvantaged 
backgrounds use to succeed during the COVID-19 pandemic. This was done by using the 
Resilient Theory as a lens for the study. We found that students from historically disadvantaged 
backgrounds experienced challenges regarding access and success at university during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Access challenges included lack of mobile data and problems with 
network connectivity. Despite the challenges, the students adapted to the situation in order to 
succeed. This was done by employing different survival strategies as outlined in the findings. 
This implies that contrary to the Bourdean deficit theory, regarding students from historically 
disadvantaged backgrounds, they can still have epistemic access and success during adverse 
circumstances such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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