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Abstract

In a published report series documenting a collaborative effort between the University of the Free State and Universities 

South Africa in 2018, we argue for the importance of understanding our students and being responsive to the diverse 

student profiles in our institutional designs. This was in the wake of the #MustFall disruptions that shed light on the plight of 

students and the significant socioeconomic hurdles many had to overcome to access higher education. 

While, as universities, we are not able to solve the problems relating to the schooling system or problems of financial 

stresses suffered by our students, we can ensure that we understand who our students are and how to design learning 

and support accordingly, to enhance the chances of students’ success. In this webinar, we will reflect on our 

understanding of students prior to, and during the COVID-19 pandemic by drawing on different data sources, such as 

the national student engagement database, and the Students’ Access to and Use of Learning Materials, conducted by 

the University of the Free State in 2020 for the Department of Higher Education and Training in 24 institutions, which can 

be accessed here:

https://www.usaf.ac.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/DHET_SAULM-Report-2020.pdf

In synthesising these findings, we want to facilitate reflection and discussion on how we understand and 

make sense of students’ learning and support needs as we exit the pandemic. 
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