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Abstract 
Education is regarded as essential to the development of a socially and economically prosperous 
society. However, the general trend is that tertiary institutions have lower throughput rates. Poverty 
continues to impede the academic success of poverty-stricken students engaged in higher education. 
This study sought to examine, on an intra-personal level, the subjective experiences of a group of 
female university students who struggle with poverty while engaged in tertiary education. 

Data was collected through narrative questionnaires designed to elicit rich descriptions of the 
participants’ experiences. Twenty four students were selected through a convenient sample for the 
study. All the students attending a Student Counseling Centre (SCC) training event aimed at women 
were invited to participate. The findings imply that the students entering university and more 
particularly female students, experienced substantial and adverse poverty. The effect of these 
experiences on their emotional and academic functioning was profoundly detrimental. This article 
offers some practical recommendations in pursuit of exerting transformative change which focuses on 
intrapersonal subjectivity with regard to poverty. Therefore, any transformative efforts to redress 
inequality across the society should ideally be directed across multiple levels of intervention 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Following the election of South Africa’s first democratic government, the last two decades have 
witnessed a dramatic transformation of the country’s political landscape. Widespread social and 
economic reform, driven by the adoption of an innovative and forward-thinking constitution, sought to 
redress racial inequality and eradicate poverty. Fuller (2010) argues that despite a progressive 
constitution and buoyant economic growth the benefits of efforts directed towards social and economic 
transformation have been limited. While some segments of impoverished South Africa (SA) now 
benefit from improved housing and are able to access basic amenities even in peri-urban settlements 
and a financially prosperous black middle class have emerged, extreme inequality, deprivation and 
debilitating poverty persist for the majority of black South Africans (Fuller, 2010; McLean & Walker, 
2012). Unemployment is high and many live with unmet basic needs and have no access to basic 
services such as water, electricity and sanitation. Moreover, the incidence of violent crime is high and 
it has the world’s largest number of people living with HIV/AIDS (Bhorat & Kanbur, 2006; Bhorat & 
Oosthuysen, 2006; McLean & Walker, 2012). 

In developing countries, education is often regarded as a powerful means for promoting social and 
economic change (Motloung & Mears, 2002). The promotion of literate and educated societies is 
associated with higher rates of school completion, economic prosperity and upward social mobility 
(Capra, 2009). In SA in particular, tertiary education is seen as important for galvanizing wider social 
change as it maximizes the number of educated individuals engaged in beneficial social and economic 
pursuits that contribute positively to the betterment of their respective environments (Jonathan, 2001). 
Despite this, data on trends in higher education enrollment revealed that at least half of students 
engaged in further study discontinued their studies within the first three years and 30% dropped-out 
during the first year (Letseka & Breier, 2008). Moreover, students from impoverished family 
backgrounds have higher rates of drop-out from university and lower rates of throughput to graduation. 
The Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) reported that while 60% of students prematurely 
discontinued their studies, approximately 70% of these students were from poor families (Letseka & 
Maile, 2008). Moreover, SA’s overall graduation rate from tertiary institutions is one of the lowest 
worldwide, at 15% (Department of Education, 2001). While policy development has sought to address 
the inequitable distribution of access and opportunity for students and staff along lines of race, gender, 
class and geography, students engaged in tertiary education continue to experience the discriminatory 
effects of class and socio-economic status (Department of Education, 1997). Despite valiant attempts 
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at improving access and equity on a structural level, such as addressing racial and gender 
compositions on university campuses and the introduction of the National Student Financial Aid 
Scheme (NSFAS), there have been few attempts to understand the impact of social and economic 
class as it relates to the experience of poor students engaged in tertiary education.  

Internationally, research has revealed that poor students use a number of different strategies to cope 
with the financial demands of tertiary education despite the experienced difficulties; such as, seeking 
out financial aid in the form of scholarships or loans, engaging in part-time employment, or in many 
cases, nefarious forms of income generation such as sex work (Lantz, 2005; Newton & Turale, 2000; 
Tuason, 2008). In Australia, for example, as is typical of many developed countries, it is common for 
students to perform part-time jobs to fund their studies (Lantz, 2005).  However, the earnings are 
rarely sufficient to allow a comfortable lifestyle devoid of poverty and instead creates additional 
pressures relating to managing the demands of an academic schedule and long working hours that 
invariably diminishes the quality of the academic work produced (Newton & Turale, 2000).  

The systematic exploration of poverty-related experiences of poor students in developing countries 
remains scant. Some investigations have taken the form of quantitative analyses and provide useful 
insights into trends of poverty among university students (e.g. (Letseka & Maile, 2008; Letseka & 
Breier, 2008). In the only qualitative examination of poverty in a university student population in a 
developing country, Firfirey and Carolissen (2010) reported that students experienced substantial 
psychological distress, attempted to conceal their poverty, borne from shame and internalized 
oppression and desired to avoid the stereotyping and stigma that they perceived they would receive 
as a result of being labeled “poor”. Additionally, the study revealed that a potential reason for the high 
drop-out rate among poor students may be the hopelessness these students feel and the lack of 
volition they appear to possess at potentially changing their circumstances (Firfirey & Carolissen, 
2010). The suggestion that hopelessness results from experiencing poverty is corroborated by work 
conducted in the Philippines (Tuason, 2008) where poverty is so pervasive that students and their 
families are unable to foresee any mechanism for overcoming it, bar a chance event, and so instead 
resort to hopeless inaction. In SA, an attempt to provide support through government intervention, the 
adoption of NSFAS, has proved effective at increasing access to higher education but not necessarily 
to the poorest segments of students, its intended recipients. While students have made large scale 
use of this funding avenue, and it is often the only source of funding available to many students, the 
funds provided are limited and only partially cover the overall expenses needed (Letseka & Maile, 
2008). Consequently, this initiative is of most benefit to the low to middle-class students and is of 
limited benefit to the poorest students whose ability to study is dependent on the award of 
comprehensive funding.  

The two most common reasons for university drop-outs are (a) being inadequately prepared for the 
rigors of university study, and (b) the inability to financially sustain the daily expenses required during 
study (Letseka & Maile, 2008). Therefore, while impoverished students may be able to procure the 
funds needed for registration, and often receive educational loans to fund tuition fees, primarily from 
NSFAS, they typically find that these are insufficient to manage all the expenses of higher education 
study which can accumulate to substantial amounts. These students may be prompted to request 
additional financial support from family members, but 70% of these families fall in the “low socio-
economic status” category and are poverty-stricken (Letseka & Breier, 2008). When poor families are 
inevitably unable to contribute to a student’s financial needs, it seems many elect to terminate their 
studies prematurely rather than reveal their poverty, seek assistance and potentially experience the 
stigma associated with it (Firfirey & Carolissen, 2010). Alternatively, some may seek to join the 
workforce but without the benefit of a completed qualification and so experience great difficulty in 
securing employment other than the unskilled and poorly remunerated variety (Breier & Mabizela, 
2008; Letseka & Maile, 2008). 

In the light of the above discussion, this article is based on the findings of the research carried out to 
investigate the subjective experiences of a group of South African university students who struggle 
with poverty while engaged in tertiary education. This research was carried out in one of the 
universities in the Western Cape Province of South Africa. 

As academics and student counselors in a university of technology in SA, we work with students who 
are constantly challenged with the burden of poverty. It is an issue that permeates our psychological 
work, precipitates immense emotional distress in the students we serve, compounds the severity and 
chronicity of their psychological presentations and academic difficulties, and often impedes their ability 
to engage in higher level psychological therapy as their most basic needs remain unmet. A pivotal 
challenge therefore remains. Which strategies can be developed to support students in resource-
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deprived contexts who struggle with the concomitant difficulty of poverty whilst also negotiating the 
inherent demands, both academic and personal, of tertiary study? An initial attempt at government-
instituted structural assistance has produced minimal success. As a preliminary task, an exploration of 
their experiences and needs is required as this might inform ensuing decisions regarding the 
development of supportive interventions and preventative policy development to address poverty 
among students engaged in tertiary education.  

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Participants  
Participants were recruited through a convenience sampling strategy. All the students attending a 
Student Counseling Centre (SCC) training event aimed at women were invited to participate. The final 
sample comprised 24 female students, aged between 18 and 28 years, who were attending their 1st (n 
= 15, 62.5%), 2nd (n = 8, 33.3%), and 3rd (n = 1, 4.2%) years of study. All students were not originally 
from Cape Town and had moved from rural or peri-urban locations elsewhere in the Western Cape 
region (n = 12, 50%), the Eastern Cape (n = 9, 37.5%), and the Northern Cape Province. (n = 3, 
12.5%). 

2.2 Instruments 
Data were collected using a narrative questionnaire designed to elicit rich descriptions of the 
participants’ experiences. The questionnaire was designed to elicit information pertaining to (a) 
whether students struggled with poverty, (b) their subjective feelings/emotions related to this 
experience, (c) the coping strategies they employed to manage poverty, (d) the relative success of 
each coping strategy. 

2.3 Procedure 
Students who attended a SCC event were invited to participate. Students collected a questionnaire 
pack from the SCC and completed them anonymously (they were not required to provide any 
identifying information on the questionnaires). These packs contained an information leaflet and a 
consent form. The researchers were available to answer any questions relating the study content, 
consent, or concerns relating to participation. Participants were instructed to return their completed 
questionnaires either by depositing them into a secure postal box at the SCC or by direct submission 
to the lead researcher where they were assigned a participant identification number and then filed. 

2.4 Ethical Considerations  
Research approval was obtained from the University of Technology’s Senate Ethics Committee. 
Participants were provided with an information leaflet inviting them to participate, it detailed the 
purpose of the study and what participation would entail. Every participant provided written informed 
consent.  

2.5 Data Analysis  
Information gathered from the bespoke questionnaire was analyzed using an interpretive method. 
According to Terre Blanche and Kelly (1999), interpretive methods employ subjective, first-hand 
accounts of participants’ experiences and attempts to understand information within a given context. 
Data emerging from the questionnaires was analyzed using the following steps recommended by 
Terre Blanche and Kelly (1999): immersion, theme induction, coding, elaboration, and a final 
interpretation of the themes using the thematic categories previously identified. The following 
procedure was followed: responses to the questionnaires were read several times (immersion); with 
greater familiarity, deductions with regard to the major themes could be made (theme induction); the 
various categories of information were determined (themes); responses were marked as belonging to 
one or more of the major themes identified (coding), responses were clustered into meaningful 
categories by labelling verbatim responses of participants as belonging to one or more of the themes 
identified; themes were explored more closely with specific attention paid to capturing the meaning of 
the pieces of information within each theme (elaboration); and finally, an interpretation of the themes 
was produced, in the form of a written account of the participants’ experiences, using the thematic 
categories previously elicited (final interpretation). Raw data was analysed by two researchers, both of 
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whom were blind to the study sample and had not participated in the facilitation of the training event. 
The final results included only themes identified by both researchers. 

3 RESULTS 
Given the dearth of qualitative investigations of students’ experiences of poverty during tertiary 
education, this study represents an important step towards understanding these experiences and to 
inform future supportive efforts for these students.  

Increasing access to tertiary education, especially for the most impoverished segments of South 
African society, remains a challenge. The transformation of tertiary education in SA, despite being 
guided by principles of democracy and social justice enshrined in its constitution, is hampered by the 
pervasive prevalence of poverty among students engaged in post-school study. The students in this 
sample experienced substantial and adverse poverty. The effect of these experiences on their 
emotional and academic functioning was profoundly detrimental. Apathy, hopelessness, and 
depression were common. These represent potential targets for psychotherapeutic support which, if 
left unmanaged, may render students at increased risk for failure and drop-out.  

Overall, the results in this paper confirm the growing concerns regarding students more particularly 
female students who are poverty stricken, their survival strategies and their academic performance.  
The apparent financial challenges imposed on students do not appear to have prevented them from 
pursuing their studies in the university. Rather, it appears that their desire to change their socio-
economical circumstances means that they are willing to overcome their challenges by whatever 
means possible. However, initial attempts to cope with not being able to make ends meet such as 
budgeting and saving, seeking part-time employment, or seeking assistance from family or peers 
invariably yielded limited success. Active support provided by university support services is therefore 
needed. 

The results highlighted that, in financial terms, three types of poor university students may exist within 
the university. The first of these types, whilst relatively poor, tend to avoid being dependent on others 
that they would try and look for part time employment to maintain themselves. The other type of 
student, who may also be relatively poor, are more dependent on their parents or relatives and even 
friends for support.  

In contrast, the third of these type, are poor, expressed feelings of regret, feel helpless and had rather 
passively accepted the status quo and continue with their chosen studies with the hope for better 
benefits upon completion. These students didn’t have a plan on how they would deal with their 
immediate financial challenges and they are often deterred to ask their parents for financial support as 
they didn’t want to put so much additional financial burden on them.   

While it is only a small segment of the sample that could survive the financial pressures at the 
university, a number of female students find it difficult to cope despite their initial assumption for 
financial support. It is important to note that the students had an assumption that the financial 
responsibilities of the endeavour would be managed, either by other parties or by themselves, but 
without devising suitable strategies for ensuring how this would be done. Some students expected to 
receive financial support from the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS), overestimating 
the degree of support they receive and didn’t make any prior arrangements for getting additional 
financial support or funding. The assumption that parents/caregivers would provide supplementary 
assistance, the inaccurate expectation of the extent of NSFAS funding  where students expected to 
receive more than what is typically granted has placed additional pressure on the care givers, 
roommates and the university management at large.  

It is interesting to note that not even one students reported engaging in transactional relationships as a 
means of coping with poverty and this is in contrast to a study by Shefera, Clowesa and Vergnani 
(2012) who found out that transactional relationships between men and women were reported as 
common on university campuses. This could be due to the fact that it is still regarded as an 
embarrassing topic to be open about. 

Supportive efforts for students struggling with poverty should bear in mind the context from which 
these students originate. For example, consider that all the students sampled here originated from an 
impoverished family in which education was rare. For many students from poor family backgrounds, 
acceptance into tertiary study was considered a privilege and a potential means to escape poverty, 
both for the student and for his/her extended family. But this familial expectation is likely to create 
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immense pressure to perform and succeed as the student carries the hope of an entire family. 
Students may therefore feel the need to compel themselves, despite hardship, rather than voice their 
difficulties and seek assistance.  

Our findings concur with those of Firfirey and Carolissen (2010), which suggests that despite immense 
difficulty, many students are able to find motivation, become resilient and feel hopeful about 
succeeding. Potential mechanisms for promoting these resilient responses are (a) holding on to 
reminders of past and present success; for example, the fact that university entry was obtained in 
spite of difficult circumstances; (b) visualizing and focusing on the possible future that successfully 
completed education might enable them to attain (this was certainly the case for the present sample); 
and (c) drawing on coping strategies that instill hope and motivation (e.g. spirituality). These also 
represent intra-personal targets for those who are required to provide psycho-social support to 
students struggling with poverty-related experiences.  

It is perplexing that so many students commenced study, which is a substantial life changing decision 
and requires immense change (for example, relocating to a different city), without thorough and 
adequate planning. Universities must be encouraged to provide information with regard to available 
funding opportunities, especially to students from impoverished locales. This can be done both prior to 
commencement of tertiary study (e.g. during open days for high school students) but also when 
successful funding is approved. This information must be thorough and complete. Students should be 
made aware of the limits of approved funding. Moreover, it may be beneficial for universities to rethink 
fee structures such that the additional and incidental costs (e.g. lab costs, site visits, or core 
equipment) are reduced and perhaps instead included in the core tuition fee. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Poverty is frequently examined via a lens focused on macro or institutional level factors. 
Consequently, the devised responses to mitigate its effects tend to follow similar suit (for example, 
increasing the availability of funds via NSFAS) (Chambers, 1995). However, we maintain that 
transformative efforts to redress inequality across South African society should ideally be directed 
across multiple levels of intervention. This study is one of the first to examine issues related to poverty 
as it occurs at an intra-personal level and as such highlights the importance of intervening at this point. 
While increasing access to educational funding is important, students in receipt of said funds should 
be assisted in managing the financial requirements of the tertiary education experience, both in 
preparing for its commencement and then throughout academic tenure. Furthermore, mechanisms for 
identifying students at risk are urgently required to facilitate timeous referral to support services – 
student counselors, student development officers and residence managers – who are well positioned 
to render supportive interventions to those in need. These supportive interventions may produce 
citizens who themselves are agents of transformation and in so doing exert further positive change 
across society at large.  
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