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ABSTRACT Being exposed to different cultural diversity during the transition from high schools to higher institutions
has been found to impact students’ performance. Despite this, diversity and academic self-concept have received little
consideration. Therefore, this study aims to investigate students’ experiences regarding diversity and their academic self-
concept in a South African institution. This qualitative study adopts an interpretive research design. A purposive
sampling technique was used to select 9 registered honours students of North-West University since they represent
different provinces in South Africa. They were interviewed using a semi-structured interview guide, and data analysis was
done using a thematic technique. Themes and sub-themes that emerged show that culture, family background, religiosity/
faith in God, family socio-economic status, language diversity, peer interaction, previous high school, and students’
social interaction were responsible for academic self-concept. It is recommended that policies and programs to support
students’ academic progression should be incorporated into the academic curriculum.

INTRODUCTION

Education professionals are required to
teach students new cultures, languages and
backgrounds due to the increasing cultural di-
versity in educational institutions. Involvement
of individuals from a variety of social and cul-
tural backgrounds, as well as different genders,
and sexual orientations, is known as diversity
(Oxford University Press 2021). University stu-
dents, according to Omer (2023), are the most
diverse group of people in terms of age, gen-
der, social situation, ethnic makeup, family his-
tory, native languages, and level of academic
preparation. Given this, failing to adapt to uni-
versity life could harm a student’s perception
of their academic abilities. It is documented that
diverse experiences assist a variety of college
students (Chang et al. 2001, 2003; Omer 2023).
Students’ personal development such as self-
concept is aided by diversity since some of the
students are continually exposed to different ideas,
especially from other students (Schreiber and Yu 2016).

Self-concept is the term used to describe how
people perceive themselves and the value they
place on themselves (Meyer et al. 2008). Likewise,
academic self-concept is the view of one’s general
capability in school (Shavelson et al. 1976). Self-
concept serves as a subjective and motivating fac-

tor, and it has an enormous impact on the variation in
academic accomplishment. As a result, students
gained self-assurance and were motivated to suc-
ceed in manners that complemented their self-con-
cept. In this context, a student’s optimistic self-con-
cept is linked to greater academic success. One of
the major determinants of a student’s performance is
having a positive self-concept (Yilmaz 2014).

As recorded during the 2000 admissions into
higher institutions in South Africa, only 38 percent
of matriculated students graduated within five years.
Most of the problems confronting the students are
academic delay, school dropout, poor teaching, and
funding difficulties (Pym and Kapp 2013). Adjust-
ment during transition can be problematic for high-
er institution students due to the unfamiliarity of
the environment, and this often requires them to
adapt to new coping strategies (Mtshweni 2019).
Failure to adjust due to diversity and culture may lead
to poor academic self-concept, and psychological
distress (Busoneraetal. 2023; Omer 2023).

Several studies laid credence to the associa-
tion between self-concept and diversity (Laird
2005; Nufiez 2009). On diversity and academic self-
concept, Conway-Turner et al. (2023) assessed the
ethnic diversity and academic outcomes of 38,857
third-graders from 278 schools. It was discovered
that academic success is adversely correlated with
student diversity.
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In Michigan, Laird (2005) investigated college
students’ experiences with diversity and their ef-
fects on academic self-confidence, social agency,
and disposition toward critical thinking among 289
students. The Classroom-Based Survey of Think-
ing and Interacting (CBST1) and the California Crit-
ical Thinking Disposition Inventory (CCTDI) were
used as measurement tools in the study. It was
revealed that students with diverse experiences
are more likely to be high on academic self-confi-
dence, social agency, and critical thinking disposition
measures.

In a study conducted in Nigeria, Samson (2016)
investigated the relationship between diversity,
emotional adjustment with academic achievement
among 351 undergraduate students. According to
the study, there was a strong link between diversi-
ty, emotional adjustment, and academic accom-
plishment. It was further concluded that age and
academic motivation are predictors of academic
achievement.

Student and teacher relationship has been im-
plicated by previous studies (Gebresilase and Zhao
2023; Gehlbach et al. 2023). Gebresilase and Zhao
(2023) investigated the mediational role of self-es-
teem in the relationship between student-teacher
interaction and academic achievements among Ethi-
opian students. Data were collected from 313 stu-
dents of Wolaita Sodo University, and analysed
with structural equation modeling and confirmato-
ry factor analysis. The study showed that student-
teacher interaction positively correlated with self-
esteem and academic achievement. This study thus
concluded that student-teacher relationship is a
predictor of academic self-concept among stu-
dents. Gebresilase and Zhao study was conduct-
ed in East Africa. Therefore, a similar study might
be necessary among the student population in
South Africa.

On self-concept and academic achievement,
Adriano et al. (2023) explored self-concept and ac-
ademic achievement among 176 first and second-
year students. According to the survey, students
believe they have a typical self-concept. Students
also reported having highly positive social self-
concepts. Academic achievement and self-concept
are predicted by previous high school attendance,
according to Adriano et al. Academic achievement
and students’ overall self-concept, however, were
not correlated.
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Ababu et al. (2018) revealed that students who
had stronger social support perceived themselves
more capable of coping and dealing with academic
demands. In another study, Cousins et al. (2017)
investigated academic self-concept, social, emo-
tional and institutional attachment among students.
The findings showed that peer support was posi-
tively associated with academic success, social
development, and institutional attachment. This
invariably has a positive influence on academic self-
concept of the students. This comparative study
was conducted among bereaved and non-bereaved
students.

In Pakistan, Ashraf et al. (2023) investigated
the extent to which religious self-regulation and
self-determination mediate the relationship between
self-resilience and conflict management strategies
among 330 Muslim students. It was found that
religious self-regulation fully mediated the path
between resilience and conflict management strat-
egies. It was concluded that religious self-regula-
tion plays a significant role in learning and execut-
ing effective conflict management strategies. How-
ever, this study only considered Muslim students,
and this might have skewed the findings.

Dropout rates among South African students
have been a matter of concern among the stake-
holders in light of the aforementioned established
information on students’ experiences with diversi-
ty and academic self-concept. Based on a report
by the Council on Higher Education (CHE) on the
South African student dropout rate, only 1 out of 4
students complete their studies in record time.
According to Sibanyoni and Pillay (2014), 5 per-
cent of Black and coloured students completed
their university coursework within the allotted pe-
riod. Schreiber and Yu (2016) state several vari-
ables that affect students’ academic progress. Peer
interactions, personal experience, on-campus stu-
dent culture, and the larger university environment
all contributed to academic performance. Factors re-
sponsible for academic delay among this population
need to be unravelled.

According to Pym and Kapp (2013), students
encounter a variety of academic, linguistic, and
social issues when they first enrol in college, which
affects their confidence and self-esteem. Human-
Vogel and Rabe (2015) discovered that most stu-
dents abandoned their studies in South institu-
tions due to inadequate pre-university education,
low proficiency in the common language of in-
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struction, inadequate financial support, and
inadequate student support services.

According to Schreiber and Yu (2016), students
who lack self-knowledge frequently rely on out-
side guidance from others in their immediate set-
tings and are unable to form a sense of self. There-
fore, students who struggle to stand out and de-
velop a distinct awareness of who they are may
have trouble developing self-concepts (including
academic self-concept). Changes in behaviour are
presumed to originate from the changes in self-
concept. According to Rogers’ (1961) theory of
the self, which dates back to 1960, a person’s be-
haviour is significantly influenced by their perception
of themselves.

Objective of the Study

The research therefore aimed to study students’
experiences regarding diversity and their academ-
ic self-concept in a South African institution. Based
on the above aims, the following research questions
were stated:

1. How does a student’s cultural upbring-
ing affect or contribute to how they view
themselves academically?

2. Towhat extent does linguistic disparities,
prior education and peer interactions af-
fect students’ perceptions of their academic
self-concept?

METHODOLOGY
Design

This qualitative study adopts an interpretive re-
search design. The study methodology was deemed
suitable for this study because the design helps to
generate information relevant to the topic of interest.

Population

Participants were chosen based on their North-
West University (NWU) experiences as well as their
affiliation with the Faculty of Humanities. Under-
graduate students from the Department of Psychol-
ogy were selected from different provinces across
the South African region for the interviews.

Sample Size and Techniques

A purposive sampling technique was used to
select 9 (2 males and 7 females) registered honours
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students of North-West University since they rep-
resent different provinces in South Africa. The
sample size was sufficient to meet the study’s aims,
as evidenced by data saturation (Clarke and Braun
2013). Participants were carefully chosen because
they could provide insights that were relevant to
the research problem, had long-term exposure to
university-related factors, understood psychoso-
cial processes through their academic training, and
could provide better answers to the research ques-
tions than other participants. In a qualitative study,
the ceiling of participants is mostly determined
when saturation is achieved.

Procedure

At adifferent time, each participant underwent
an interview in a calm, confidential setting within
the faculty of health science at NWU. Open-end-
ed questions were incorporated into the interview
schedule to help elicit in-depth explanations of the
participants’ experiences. The sessions were au-
dio-recorded for later transcription. English lan-
guage was used for every session of the interview
which lasted between 45 minutes to an hour. Indi-
vidual interviews have an exclusive concentration
on the individual, which offers an opportunity for
in-depth investigation into the person’s viewpoints
on the subject of interest (De Vos et al. 2011).

Ethical Considerations

The Human Research Ethics Council (HREC)
granted its approval for the ethics. It was given the
ethical approval code NWU-HS-2017-0179. The re-
searchers addressed issues of informed consent,
anonymity and confidentiality, and protecting partic-
ipants from harm. To record the talk and obtain in-
formed consent for participation, written consent
forms were signed. All study-related information was
kept in a computer with a password. Pseudonyms
were used in the text that was transcribed to maintain
anonymity and protect the participants’ identities.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used for data analysis.
The information pertaining to the study question is
broken down into important concepts by a theme.
Thematic analysis assisted the researchers in mak-
ing links between the experiences and views of stu-
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dents with regard to diversity within the university
context.

RESULTS

The following themes and sub-themes were
formed based on the interview conducted. Aca-
demic self-concept of students, secondary school
setting and changes in academic self-concept, ac-
ademic self-concept and the university environ-
ment, psychosocial variables that affect academic
success and self-concept, and cultural factors that
affect academic success and self-concept.

Academic Self-concept of Students

Based on the following excerpts, it was shown
that academic self-concept of students increased
in correlation with their performance levels.

“I consider myself to be dedicated. | am aware
that some modules are challenging for me, but |
never allow it to get to me. | always make an effort
to work hard and give it my all...” (P5)

“Because you didn’t get an A in matricula-
tion, I came to the conclusion that you wouldn’t
do any better in university. | didnt obtain any
distinctions for my Matric grades, but after | began
university, | started getting them...” (P1)

Secondary School Setting and Changes in
Academic Self-concept

The following extracts show how participants,
who had previously considered themselves to be
average performers, indicated that their academic
performance had improved, enabling them to earn
distinctions at the university level.

“Looking back at my journey from high school
to the present, | have had the chance to learn new
things. Consequently, you develop self-awareness
asyou age. | am more aware of who | am now than
I was in high school...” (P3)

“Though I don’t think | was as diligent as | am
today. | didnt think Honours was for me at first,
but as | started working harder, it’s safe to say
that my academic development has improved from
when | was in high school...” (P8)

Academic Self-concept and the University
Environment

According to this study, a significant factor in
students’ academic achievement includes the fol-
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lowing sub-themes of pressure or demands from
the classroom, group participation, relationships
with peers, experiences relating to diversity, and
influence of academics.

Pressure or Demands from the Classroom

Itis clear that as students advance in their ed-
ucation, there are more academic expectations at
each level they reach, with post-graduate work
experiencing the most academic strain.

“Every year, there is a heavy workload that
requires you to work harder than the year before.
As a result, you must be adaptable if you want to
fit in because the workload grows yearly...” (P9)

“l am aware that when under pressure, | work
harder than when | have more time...” (P2)

Group Participation

It is clear that participating in schoolwork fre-
quently entails engagement with fellow students
interms of group participation. The following state-
ments made by participants reflect how participa-
tion in groups encouraged the acquisition of new
knowledge, learning from peers, and contributing
knowledge to the group:

“I think I learned a lot from the way they en-
gage us in group activities during undergradu-
ate studies. I have to understand that people are
unique and embrace them for who they are. In
light of my undergraduate experience, | genuine-
ly believe that | was very mature by the time |
reached this level of honours...” (P2)

“I’ve come to the realisation that | can’t just
work in a group but also be able to accept indi-
viduals for who they are, comprehend them, and
understand them as they want to be understood.
Working as a team is essential...” (P1)

Relationships with Peers

Students have the opportunity to interact with
other students they meet in the university setting.
According to the present research, students value
peer support more and get inspiration from one
another, as exemplified by the following statements:

“I’ve discovered that living alone without oth-
ers is impossible for a person. For instance, as |
am currently pursuing my Honours degree, | must
go out and ask others who are pursuing Master’s
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degrees for prior question papers. If it weren’t for
socialisation, | would not be able to obtain this
help. 1 was probably going to fail...” (P1)

“My friends’ will respond with something like,
“Just study, try your hardest, and you know you
have done this before, so you know you can do it
again.”” This is the way they encourage me to
work hard...” (P9)

Experiences Relating to Diversity

The extracts below show how participants believed
that their dealings with diversity in the academic
setting had always been good.

“Varsity allowed me to interact with a wide
range of people while preserving my individuali-
ty. During my first year, | only occasionally dealt
with white people, instead here, | mostly interact-
ed with Swati and Zulu speakers. While attend-
ing varsity, |1 had the wonderful opportunity to
interact with people from many backgrounds...”
(P5)

“I’ve come to understand that we are unique
individuals with diverse cultures and worldviews.
I made the decision to live as a person who ac-
cepts others for who they are and does not permit
others to impose their beliefs on me...” (P1)

Influence of Academics

Participants acknowledged that academic suc-
cess was greatly influenced by university employ-
ees, particularly lecturers. The following phrases
illustrate how important academics’ contributions
to university curricula and teaching methods are
to students’ academic success.

“1 will say that lecturers also contribute to a
student’s academic life because they encourage you
to accomplish your coursework effectively and pro-
vide information you did not know...” (P9)

“The teaching style at the university differs
from that in high school. I thought the university
one was a lot simpler than the high school one.
During presentations, they employ projectors...1
performed really well in my undergraduate work
since it was simpler...” (P2)

Psychosocial Variables That Affect Academic
Success and Self-Concept

It has been demonstrated that psychosocial
factors influence students’ academic success. The
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following sub-themes have been identified of stu-
dent social roles, prior schooling/education and
enrollment in the university, and student assistance.

Student Social Roles

Participants disclosed that they played a vari-
ety of responsibilities in their social and academic
lives. This reinforces research showing that stu-
dents’ social backgrounds have an ongoing influ-
ence on them in higher education, as summarised
in the assertions below.

“Even when | have to complete academic-re-
lated tasks, | am a very responsible person when
it comes to my schoolwork; I have to consider my
character, my background, and how my family
views me. So, that brought in responsibility that
whenever we needed to submit an assignment, |
hadtodo it...” (P2)

“Everything can be achieved when you have
discipline, thus I didn’t face any obstacles thanks
to my discipline and awareness of my goals, origins,
and future aspirations...” (P6)

Prior Schooling/Education and Enrollment in the
University

According to the following responses, stu-
dents in this survey also believed that their former
teachers had influenced them and prepared them
for their studies.

“Yes, in a way. | wouldn say it was the high
school, but they really pushed us to work hard,
and | had a few teachers who told us that if we got
to varsity, it would be up to us to drive ourselves
to class. As a result, whenever | hear what they
stated, they just keep repeating themselves, and |
know what I need to do...” (P7)

“In high school, 1 had these two teachers for
English and Life Sciences, who inspired and sup-
ported me, which improved my sense of self and
self-worth and gave me the confidence to feel that
I could accomplish more...” (P3)

Student Assistance

Students’ ability to remain resilient and cope
with the demands and stresses of their studies
appears to be significantly influenced by the as-
sistance they receive from people outside the aca-
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demic setting, particularly from family and friends.
The following statements were extracted in respect
of students’ assistance.

“Their assistance does in fact affect how well
I do in school. Even if |1 sometimes feel just ex-
hausted, I try not to play here at school because
of the sacrifices they have made for me at home
and their support...” (P5)

“My family has been quite influential, espe-
cially when it comes to my cousins, who have
helped shape the things | am doing today. I’m the
only student in varsity at home right now, and all
of my younger cousins are married with kids. 1
thus wished to serve as an example...” (P1)

Cultural Factors That Affect Academic Success
and Self-concept

Cultural influences were discovered to contrib-
ute to students’ academic success and self-con-
cept. This is demonstrated by the various roles
that students play, which come from their neigh-
bourhoods, families, and academic institutions.
These surroundings eventually collide and have
an ongoing impact on personal development.

Family History/Culture

The study’s findings demonstrate the impor-
tance of family engagement and their encourage-
ment for students’ academic success, particularly
when they face challenges in both their school-
work and personal lives. The following extracts
illustrate this point.

“I’ll admit that how | interact with my lectur-
ers and fellow students has a bearing on who I am
and how well I achieve academically because
you have to cherish and treat others with respect.
Therefore, my culture influences how | interact
with other people...” (P4)

“Coming from a disadvantaged family back-
ground, | believe that my family has really influ-
enced me in achieving my academic goals. One
would truly study hard when they enter varsity,
therefore that is when I really pushed myself to
study...” (P2)

Religion as an Influencing Factor

The following extracts from participant re-
sponses demonstrate that participants’ beliefs
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served as a source of support for them through
challenging moments in their studies.

“In my opinion, | wouldn’t have advanced this
far academically without my beliefs. | approach
my studies with a strong faith in God, and thus |
believe that He will help me succeed...” (P8)

“l do have a relationship with God; | believe
that it is the most crucial relationship to have
and uphold. Aside from my family, who give me
support and serve as my source of strength, | be-
lieve 1 need to have a relationship with God...”

P7)
Language Experience in a Multicultural Setting

Participants also disclosed that, even though
their native languages were different, they did not
vote on either their preferred language or the lan-
guage they used to interact with others. Since En-
glish is the language of instruction in higher edu-
cation, it was discovered that participants primari-
ly speak English to one another, as shown by the
following statements.

“Despite coming from different cultures and
speaking different languages, we did not discuss
which language to use when we wished to com-
municate. We spoke English and it kind of just
flowed effortlessly...” (P1)

“Learning about many languages and the
conflicts between our civilisations has been an
intriguing part of my stay here. Because | am more
interested in languages than anything else, | re-
ally like that. Additionally, it was about getting
to know one another better since the closer we
became, the simpler it was for us to talk to one
another about schoolwork...” (P8)

DISCUSSION

In this study, culture is related to the concept
of family customs, religious and linguistic issues.
Students’ experiences contributed to their academ-
ic self-concept and achievement. This conclusion
is consistent with the mesosystem and macrosys-
tem in Bronfenbrenner’s (1974) Ecological system
theory, which takes into account the connection
between students’ backgrounds, lifestyles, and
engagement in the institution. Academic success
among students is influenced by their family back-
ground. Participants in this research believed that
the culture of their family and upbringing had an
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impact on their academic self-concept and person-
al growth. Low socioeconomic status has been
shown to be an appealing factor for students to be
focus and perform well in school. This claim was
supported by the Beiter etal.’s (2015) study, which
revealed that students highly regard education as
ameans of improving their own fortunes and those
of their families.

Religion has also been connected to students’
academic success and resiliency. Participants
claimed that religion has an enormous effect on
their academic success and personal development.
This result supports what Smith and Baratta (2016)
indicated about the relationship between religious
identification and academic achievement. This find-
ing was further supported by a study from Paki-
stan that found religious self-regulation to posi-
tively impacts learning and conflict management
(Ashraf et al. 2023). Despite the fact that the cur-
rent study was done in a Christian-dominated en-
vironment while Ashraf et al.’s study was conduct-
ed ina Muslim-dominated environment. Academ-
ic self-concept has been shown to be significantly
influenced by student religiosity and orientation.

There was linguistic diversity among the stu-
dents. It was discovered that exposing students to
a variety of languages helped them learn and in-
crease their knowledge. However, even outside of
the university’s structures, students from various
backgrounds communicate in English. This find-
ing aligned with Conway-Turner et al.’s (2023)
study which emphasised that academic success
correlated with student diversity. Students did not
see linguistic differences as having a negative im-
pact because the majority of them were able to
adapt by speaking English most of the time. How-
ever, Bernstein and Chemaly (2017) contend that
South African students who are pursuing studies
in higher education may experience tremendous
stress due to their inability to speak a variety of
languages fluently. For this study, participants
admitted to speaking more than two languages,
which they have continuously learned as a result
of the academic environment’s diversity.

Most of the students believed that their sec-
ondary education had adequately equipped them
for advanced education. The engagement of
school teachers, who served as motivators and
provided them with knowledge and information,
led to this proficiency. This finding was supported
by Gebresilase and Zhao (2023) study, where stu-
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dent-teacher interaction positively correlated with
self-esteem and academic achievement. Therefore,
previous or current student-teacher interaction in-
fluence academic self-concept among students.
However, a significant portion of the students
claimed that despite their schools’ limited resourc-
esand location in rural areas, some of their teach-
ers still made sure that students were appropriate-
ly educated and guided. According to Naidoo et
al.’s (2014) research, the majority of governmental
schools in rural areas are not well-founded. There-
fore, participants of this study came from different
schools, with underfunded schools in some areas.
Nevertheless, to ensure that students reached their po-
tential and satisfied the requirements to enrol inauniver-
sity program, their high school teachers assisted
them in becoming ready for higher education.

This study further showed that peer interac-
tion affects students’ academic progress and self-
concept. Students are introduced to a setting where
they can connect with other individuals who have
distinct traits from them and forge new relation-
ships. This result is consistent with Vincent and
Idahosa’s (2014) findings, which suggested that
having colleagues with similar roots and aspira-
tions gives students resources in settings where they
feel like minorities. Similarly, the study aligned with
previous studies where peer support positively corre-
lated with academic self-concept (Cousinsetal. 2017,
Ababuetal. 2018).

CONCLUSION

It is therefore concluded that the majority of
the students believed that the culture, and family
background positively impacted their academic self-
concept and personal growth. More importantly,
socio-economic status of the student is a motivat-
ing factor in academic success and self-develop-
ment. In addition, religiosity and personal belief in
God were also related to students’ academic suc-
cess and resiliency. Linguistic diversity among the
students correlated positively with academic self-
concept. Exposing students to a variety of lan-
guages helps in achieving academic success. Pre-
vious educational background or high school at-
tended has an impact on academic self-concept
among university students. Lastly, students’ so-
cial interaction influences academic progress and
self-concept in this study. Introducing students to
group activities helps them to understand diversity
and self-growth.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Relevant stakeholders need to recognise the
importance of individual differences such as fami-
ly background, culture, linguistic differences, reli-
gious orientation, previous schools attended, and
peer factors when assessing academic excellence or
students’ academic self-concept. Having done this,
dropout rates among students would be viewed
from different perspectives, rather than being seen
asalack of intellectual capacity or dedication. There-
fore, it is recommended that policies and programs
to support students’ academic progression should
be incorporated into the academic curriculum.

LIMITATIONS

Given that there were 9 participants in total, of
which majority came from South Africa’s provinc-
es, generalisation of the results may be of concern.
Also, out of all the numerous institutions in the
nation, just one was used for the study.
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