
 
  

 

IN OUR OWN 
WORDS

PERSPECTIVES ON 
BEING A STUDENT

This short book was written by a group of 30 undergraduate 
students at the University of the Free State (UFS) in 
Bloemfontein, South Africa who have been participating in a 
larger longitudinal research project – the Enabling Success 
Project – that set out to understand the lives and well-being 
of students who started their studies at the Bloemfontein 
Campus in 2014. 

Rather than presenting an analysis of all the information that 
has been generated through the project, with examples here 
and there of student voices, this book presents the students’ 
voices themselves – in their own words. 

The stories are deeply personal, but also speak to student 
experiences more broadly and it is likely that many students 
in our universities could attach their names to the stories, 
or to elements of various stories. In this way, we hope that 
the collection of stories included here provides the reader 
with a window through which they can experience the lives of 
students at the present time.
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Merridy Wilson-Strydom 

 

This short book was written by a group of 30 undergraduate students at the 
University of the Free State (UFS) in Bloemfontein, South Africa. The purpose 

of the book is to provide a platform for students to tell their own stories 
about the everyday life of being a student, because,  

‘[D]emocracy has to be judged not just by the institutions that formally exist but by the 

extent to which different voices from diverse sections of the people can actually be 

heard’. 1 

In our own voices is one output from a larger longitudinal research project – 
the Enabling Success Project – that set out to understand the lives and well-

being of a small group of UFS students who started their studies at the 
Bloemfontein Campus in 2014. In addition to developing rich understandings 
of student lives and analysing the implications of everyday experiences for 

student success, the project has also sought to identify institutional practices 
that either enable or constrain students’ capabilities for success in 
undergraduate study. A group of 40 students were selected from a larger 

group of volunteers at the start of 2014. Thirty of this original group are the 
authors of the stories presented here. All participating students grew up in 
township or rural areas across eight of the nine South African provinces. The 

group includes a mix of male and female students who are enrolled in diverse 
courses at the UFS in the Faculties of Economic and Management Sciences, 
Education, Law, Natural and Agricultural Sciences and the Humanities. A 

range of qualitative methodologies have been used in the research, including 
in-depth interviews, focus groups and various other participatory methods 
including photo-voice, drawings, river of life and participatory video. Emerging 

findings have been published, and the analysis of this vast and rich set of data 
continues.  

                                                
1 Sen, A (2009). The Idea of Justice, p. xiii. Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard University  Press.  
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This book is intentionally quite different from a typical academic publication. 
Rather than presenting an analysis of all the information that has been 

generated through the project, with examples here and there of student 
voices, this book presents the students’ voices themselves – in their own 
words. This publication has been a project output about which the students 

and I have been extremely excited since the project started in early 2014. 
Throughout the project students have been encouraged to ‘write stories’ for 
inclusion in the book. I present ‘write stories’ in inverted commas quite 
intentionally. One of the starting assumptions of the group was that not all 

people express themselves in the same way. For some writing comes easily 
and is a helpful way of expressing one’s experiences. Some like to write 
relatively long pieces, others prefer short. Some are drawn towards poetry, 

and others prefer verbal expression (which was recorded and then written up). 
This diversity of expression was encouraged, and is reflected in the range of 
contributions included.  
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Students have occupied centre stage in South African higher education of late, 
particularly since the #RhodesMustFall, #FeesMustFall and related movements 

gained momentum. Media coverage and social media activity has been 
intense, and often polarising. Much of the debate has centred on the politics of 
free education and ideological disagreements about the purpose of 

universities. While debates at the level of ideology and politics are essential, 
students’ lives are about much more than this. Further, while the majority of 
students support the call for free higher education, there has been somewhat 

less agreement among students regarding the methods of protest that 
were/are suitable, and the extent to which the studies of current students 
should be interrupted. These differences in perspectives are reflected in this 

collection. As will be seen from the stories, few students wrote contributions 
related to political issues. Instead, most stories focused on various other 
experiences of being a student.  

In presenting the stories, we have organised them according to nine themes. 
For almost all students in the project, funding has been a tremendous 

challenge – and for some much more intensely than others. Indeed, the ten 
students who did not contribute to this publication because they left the project 
did so because they were forced to leave the university due to lack of funds. 

Given the significance of funding in students’ lives the book begins with stories 
about the hardship of not having sufficient funding together with the joy 
experienced when one does get funding. These stories powerfully set the 

scene for the remainder of the book as they provide a backdrop against which 
all other experiences of being a student need to be seen. As is stated in one of 
the stories 

Finances are a constant reminder of how you are not permanent in whatever place you 

are at, and that you should not even think about being comfortable while you are still 

owing the university and accommodation.  

The book then moves on to a set of stories that talk about a range of 
experiences of navigating the learning environment at university. These 

stories include reflections on inspiring and less inspiring lecturers, as well as 
experiences of being in large classes and what this means for learning. Related 
is the next set of stories where students confront the many challenges and 

contradictions of learning in a multilingual environment, as well as becoming 
familiar with new disciplinary languages. The mid-point in our journey through 
students’ voices are stories captured within the broad theme of student life. 

These stories highlight the value of understanding the significance of the 
everyday. As Bathmaker notes,  
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‘What stands out clearly is that possibilities for social change need, at least in part, to 

be understood and conceived of through the small everyday acts of individuals, and 

the histories that have brought them to their present place.’2   

Theme five tackles the complex area of student politics and transformation. As 
noted earlier, relatively few students chose to write stories in this area. The 

group also engaged in some intense discussions about the value of protests, 
with the majority arguing against protests that disrupt their learning. Despite 
the negativity that can be generated by discussions about transformation, or 

the lack thereof, several students wrote stories about various sources of 
inspiration in their lives as students. Sources of inspiration included mentors, 
friends, God, families, and practical experiences. Students also wrote about 

how they have developed during their time at university and these stories are 
included in the section on personal development. Related is the second last 
theme, that of aspirations where students powerfully set out their goals for the 

future. For most, a strong sense of hope is evident.   

The book concludes with a final set of stories grouped together under the 

heading – Creating spaces for belonging. These stories all deal with the 
Enabling Success Project and what the project has meant to students. Not only 
did the project introduce undergraduate students to research, but it also 

provided a safe space where diverse students could share their experiences, 
joys and troubles. The majority of the group are students who live off campus, 
some commuting quite long distances to campus each day. As a result, many 

students had limited opportunities to meet students outside of their classes 
and to participate in other student activities on campus. Particularly in the first 
year, many students expressed feelings of loneliness and isolation and the 

project – including the regular participatory workshops, all held on Saturdays 
– became a space through which a sense of belonging could be developed. In 
this way, the Enabling Success Project which set out to research and 

understand enablers and constraints on students’ lives, itself became an 
important enabler.  

The authors of this collection are named at the start of the book, but the 
individual stories are presented anonymously. Many of the stories are deeply 
personal, making anonymity important. In addition, although written by 

particular students, the stories also speak to student experiences more 
broadly and it is likely that many students in our universities could attach their 
names to the stories, or to elements of various stories. In this way, we hope 

that the collection of stories included here provides the reader with a window 

                                                
2 Bathmaker, A-M (2010). Introduction (p. 5). In, Bathmaker, A-M and Harnett, P (eds). Exploring Learning, Identity 
and Power through Life History and Narrative Research. London: Routledge.  
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through which they can ‘experience’ the lives of students at the present time.  
As Amartya Sen reminds us, 

‘A focus on actual lives in the assessment of justice has many far-reaching implications 

for the nature and reach of the idea of justice’ 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
3 Sen, A (2009). The Idea of Justice, p. xi Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard University  Press 
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When you are in high school you hear that university is expensive but you don’t 

really stress about it because you think getting a bursary would be easy when 
your grades agree. You apply in your matric year for bursaries and you either 
don’t get any responses or you don’t qualify. When you get to university the 

hope of getting a bursary is still alive, you then start again applying for 
countless bursaries because you think that once you are admitted at university 
it will be to your advantage. You spend your last cents printing the application 

forms, academic transcript, copying your ID; your parents/guardians ID 
copies, payslip and/or make affidavits. You are so hopeful that you buy 
envelopes, post the application forms and then you have to use more money to 

catch a taxi to post them at the nearest post office. You are so hopeful that you 
call your parents and tell them you applied for a bursary or a number of 
bursaries; they too become so hopeful that this is your year to get it.  

You remain unshaken from your hope until you once again get no response. 
When you call some of the bursary organisations to enquire, their telephones 
ring and ring and ring with no answer. Then you get a message from the 

university that you have to settle your tuition fee before the end of whatever 
date they set. You panic and call home so that the parents make another plan 
because the bursary didn’t come through - again. If you don’t settle your 

account you won’t be able to see your marks and you need the very same 
marks to again apply for more bursaries.  

You are countlessly worrying about finances and it hurts when you see your 
parents struggling like that. Our parents are in debt because they want to give 
us a better future. Although some people might argue that it is their 

responsibility but we have to take into consideration that they pay a lot of bills. 
During month end, their salaries do not come in full because they are being 
taxed. That tax money should be the money paying for my fees then. And it gets 

really hard when you don’t have connections because in most cases, people 
qualify for funding because of the connections they have with the inside people 
and some people just fake their applications. So, it basically means that when 

you have a high moral ground and you want to do things the legit way, you 
suffer.  

What has the world come to? Having a bursary that would even just pay for my 
fees would help because varsity modules are expensive. The reason why I 
haven’t given up yet and why my parents would rather struggle and keep me 

here is because I am the first person in my family to actually have the 
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opportunity to attend university. When I graduate, it will not only be me 
graduating but them too because their faith is resting in me to actually create 

a better life for myself and them.  

********************************* 

 

 

 

The year is 2013 my final year of school. This is also the year in which I will be 

exposed to the outside world as I have spent most of my time in boarding 
school. I have been accepted to study Law at the University of Free State. 
Although my family is so very happy about this there is a big elephant in the 

room that everyone can see, even me, but we choose to ignore it. That big 
elephant is finances. I carry on and dream about how lovely university would 
be staying at res, having new friends, buying new clothes and attending 

lectures not classes. However, I soon realize that we have to face the fact that 
there is no money for me to even go to university. At that moment I feel like all 
my dreams have been shattered. I try loans, bursaries, family and friends and 

some loan sharks but no luck with finding money. Finally a day before 
registration one of my family members offer to pay for my registration. And so, 
I arrived in Bloemfontein from Durban just me and my friend.  
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It is a mission to find accommodation especially if you don’t have deposit 
money like me but luckily my friend did so I squeezed in with her for about two 

months before I found my own place. I enjoyed University life attending 
lectures and setting my own timetable. There were some financial issues that 
I faced like being locked out of my room several times and not being able to 

see my results because of outstanding fees. This is definitely what I hated. It 
kept me awake at night living in fear. The financial barriers had an impact in 
my social and academic life in that I lacked self-esteem and could have 

performed much better academically if there were no financial constraints. 

The year ended and I went back home not knowing my results and thinking that 

I am never coming back again with outstanding fees, tuition and 
accommodation. However I also had hope that somehow I would find the 
money to come back to university.  

Turns out that I couldn’t find the money.  

It was a week before registration for 2015 when a friend of mine suggested that 
I go back to university and try to talk to some people that can maybe help me. 
I had also been thinking about this but was afraid of disappointment but I told 

myself that I have to go and see for myself that there are no other options; 
otherwise I would have lived my whole life thinking what if I had gone back to 
ask for help? I headed to Bloemfontein hoping to stay with a friend. I had all the 

important documents that I thought would be needed. I had sent a few emails 
to the Dean of my faculty and other possible funding alternatives with the 
response of these being, “sorry there are no funds available”. The first day 

when I arrived I headed to the NSFAS (National Student Financial Aid Scheme) 
offices only to find that I did not receive NSFAS because of outstanding fees. 
At the admin offices I was told that I could not register without settling my 
account. The SRC (student representative council) could not pay for 

outstanding fees and registration and it was also the same with the bursary 
office. I had used up all my options with no success. I was always waking up in 
the morning even if it means I go to the same places just to feel like I am doing 

something, getting somewhere. 

At first I had energy, a lot of it, but as the days went by I started feeling 

depressed, crying myself to sleep as my friends one by one went to register. 
Some of them even procrastinating saying that it is too hot they will go some 
other time. I thought to myself that even if it was boiling hot, thunder storm or 

pouring with rain I would do anything to just go and register; in fact I would run 
to registration if given the chance. A week had passed since I had arrived and 
registration had been extended. My main objective now was to find a way to 
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clear my outstanding fees and hopefully NSFAS would be able to help me. I 
heard about the rector’s office and that one can submit an application for 

outstanding fees to be cleared. I did exactly that and waited for a response for 
the whole week, during this time not a single day would pass without me 
praying, hoping that my application would be successful.  

The application was successful and the first people I went to were the NSFAS 
offices. The NSFAS offices no longer had funds and I was once again back to 

square one. However I had other wonderful people helping me, one day I 
received a call telling me that I had received a bursary. I had practiced my 
reaction to news like this for years but at that moment I just froze, then I got 

angry thinking that it was some kind of early April fool’s joke and at last I 
realized that it was true so I sat on the edge of the bed that I was standing next 
to and tears rolled down my eyes. I started screaming and laughing at the same 

time, I was so happy. I called my mom, family and friends. This was truly a life 
changing moment.  

Before getting the bursary I had registered provisionally which meant that I 
had to pay remaining amount in April or be deregistered. The bursary paid for 
my tuition and books and to this day I’m still grateful. Life with a bursary is 

relaxing, even the way you walk, your attitude changes. My academics have 
improved profoundly. My mother and me talk about stuff and laugh rather than 
only talking about finances and debts. I am more happy and talkative. I don’t 

mind engaging in campus life. I sleep more. The bursary also motivates me to 
work harder because the only way to prove how grateful I am is through my 
marks. I am proud to say that I can really see a bright future for myself. 

********************************* 
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I have come across a young lady who was open enough to share her story of 
how she is surviving through university without funding. How she does it is 

rather displeasing but as she said, “A girls gotta do what a girls gotta do”. She 
is a hostess at a club (night club) where she often flirts around with older rich 
men for big tips and sometimes gives her phone number. She is currently 

dating a renowned businessman.  She stays with him so that she can save the 
money that is sent from home for rent. She also gets a “girlfriend allowance” 
and a car allowance, which makes it easier for her after late night shifts at the 

club. He is always travelling so she often gets extra money for herself and in 
this way she helps her single mother to pay for her fees and gets to live a lavish 
lifestyle. She is brave enough to confess that the only reason she is dating this 

unattractive, rich, old man is because of the money and the perks that come 
with it. 

This is just one of the million stories I have heard from students, not only girls 
but guys as well, about what they need to do in order to keep their heads just 
above water while they are studying.  

********************************* 
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When I started as a first-year in 2014 I did not have financial aid at first. It wasn’t 
for too long really, only until around March of the first year – but it felt like 

DECADES without finances because the struggle was so hard. Nevertheless, I 
did get financial aid. I studied hard in the first year and got a couple of 
distinctions.  I have passed all my first year modules and all my second year 

modules so I have been lucky to have financial aid each year and I managed to 
secure funding for my final year of study this year. But, even though I have 
funding, I think this is a really important topic and one that must be discussed. 

I thus asked my friend who has been struggling with finances to share his story 
with me. He is a second year biochemistry student. In his first year he didn’t 
manage to secure funding so it was a really tough year for him. He persisted, 

worked hard, passed with a much higher average than I did, and recently he 
also got a Golden Key invite and he is now living as my roommate. He used to 
live off campus – it was a rough year and he lived in a bad place. It was a very 

rough year for him. At the beginning of this year he had outstanding fees from 
last year so he couldn’t register. He went up and down to financial aid, but 
nothing was available. Then he took his academic record to the Rector who 

said that it was a very good academic record and so Student Affairs actually 
assisted him with his outstanding fees from first year and he was allowed to 
provisionally register.   

When you have finances you still need to work hard and it is still sometimes 
difficult, but at least you have one less thing to worry about.  

********************************* 
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Funding is a major issue in terms of students and I am one of those students 
where, basically, in my family there are a lot of us in terms of children. I have 

two siblings who also need to go to university so funding has always been a 
problem and I have watched how my parents have always been trying to source 
funding from one place to another. This lack of funding has more or less 

pushed me to perform in my academics in the sense that every single year I 
tried to qualify for a merit bursary. This was my way of trying to assist in helping 
my parents with my fees.  

Funding is one of those things that is very challenging. I mean you apply for 
many bursaries, academic bursaries and scholarships, but so far this year I 

have not got any. It seems that the criteria for choosing who gets these 
scholarships are very competitive. So we as a family had to find ways to pay 
school fees and usually this means reducing our expenditures on other things, 

basically cutting costs in terms of the things we normally buy. I know for a fact 
that my parents have sacrificed a lot in terms of luxuries at home.  I am thankful 
that my parents find ways to get me to school although it is pressure because 

I know the risks and sacrifices they have made for me in terms of getting me 
here, I appreciate it. I have seen the risks they have taken for me. So we as 
students need to work on ways that we can maintain our standard of 

academics so that we can obtain bursaries. 

Another issue that affects funding is budgeting and I think most of us come 

from a background where financial skills were not taught to us and so we do 
not know how to save up or invest money. What I did as a student in order to 
save money was go to the bank I bank with, I asked the lady there, said look I 

am a student and I’m not earning much I do get a small allowance every month 
and I’m trying to foster a culture into myself by learning to invest, learning to 
save money and how can you help me with that?  So she told me that I can open 
an investment account that would ensure that there is a 2% increase on my 

money until a certain date only if I don’t touch that money, so every single 
month they withdraw R200.00 from my account. Although it is difficult to save 
this money, I understand why and it teaches me how to save up in the future. I 

think it’s important for young people to learn that okay there’s a time and place 
for everything and that saving is actually a very good way of securing your 
future financially wise. So this was one of the things that I did in terms of 

managing financial risks. I did face challenges, often related to unforeseen 
expenses that come up, whereby you have to pay for many things in one month, 
textbooks, printing, and groceries. I think it’s one of the things that most 

students face, discipline in terms of financing is a huge issue.  

********************************* 
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I am Pontsho (pseudonym), a girl from a rural area  

Indeed I wanted to go higher 

Higher Education it is 

Indeed I need a couple of notes 

But politicians did not carry out their votes 

 

“You have been accepted at the University of the Free State” they said  

I jumped for joy for a second  

And went back in my shell the next 

I was afraid to sing “Mamma I made it!”  

For I hadn’t made it 

I hadn’t met all the requirements…  

Requirements of money, money, money...  

********************************* 
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I personally came to varsity not having funds (bursary). I did not have money 
for textbooks, I was staying in a place that was far from campus and sharing a 

room with my ‘forever not there roommate’. I did not do well on my 1st semester 
modules. I needed the book to study for it, not slides only. Life felt so horrible, 
frustrating, depressing and impossible sometimes. I am glad for the patience 

and I had to trust that out of the many applications I made something will work 
out, since NSFAS did not accept me.  

 
‘what, WOW . . . #Crying #Screaming!! That was my reaction when I received a 
call, letting me know that I have funding. I started having ‘Le Good Life’. There 

was no more stress in terms of finding money for registration – just use the 
bursary letter. I had money for books when I arrived on campus, I could sort 
out my accommodation, and I have funds for MEALS! 

********************************* 

 

In order for one to succeed in their higher education most of your energy has 
to be put into your studies. Unfortunately, this is not possible when one is 
constantly facing the fear of being deregistered, locked out and without 

textbooks. Finances are a constant reminder of how you are not permanent in 
whatever place you are at and that you should not even think about being 
comfortable while you are still owing the university and accommodation. 

The problem really starts when you get the messages that your fees are 
outstanding or that tomorrow accommodation is coming to lock your room. You 

start thinking of ways in which you can get money but you know that your family 
has no means of paying that money and you yourself can’t pay that money. 
During that time, you have to worry about all these things and academics are 

obviously not going to wait for you to calm and compose yourself, assignments, 
test, group work all come at you from left, right and centre.  

By that time, you realize that everything that you have worked for or working 
towards is about to come crashing down right in front of you and there is 
nothing that you can do about it. The only thing that you can do is cry yourself 

to sleep and hope that your roommate doesn’t hear you. The only thing you can 
do is to run to your friend’s house at night after coming back from campus to 
find a stopper on your door, hoping that the dogs don’t bite you. The only thing 

that you can do is to keep praying that someone replies to those emails, 
applications and motivational letter. 
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Life without funding creates many loop holes for failure to succeed or complete 
your studies, because financial stress is always hovering above your head. The 

things that kept me going are my determination, knowing what I came here for 
and that I was not going to leave without it, the support I received from people 
in the university and my friends. 

I still remember the day I received a phone call saying that I had received a 
bursary, words can’t begin to express the feelings that I felt. Never in my life 

have I ever experienced so many different feelings at once. I was firstly 
shocked, I felt overwhelmed, happy, sad, relieved, anxious and exited. The 
broken pieces that were falling apart suddenly started rebuilding themselves, 

I had hope again! The future just got brighter. When you have finances you can 
focus on your studies and live like a student not having to worry about finances 
all the time. Academically my marks improved and I started to be more social 

and interacting with people. I even gained weight (not that I’m happy about 
that). Thank you to all the people that helped me and gave me hope. I will 
forever be grateful for your involvement in my life.  

********************************* 
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The experience of teaching and learning at a university level is not an easy one. 
In a big class of +/- 200 students, it is very difficult for a lecturer to address 

different issues or problems that each individual has.  I’m studying financial 
planning law which is divided into two parts, law and financial planning. The 
financial planning class is a very small class of 10-15 students in one class. It 

is very easy for me to express myself in such a small class, I’m able to 
communicate with my lecturers face to face in class or even outside academic 
related conversation, unlike in the law side where classes are always full.  

During the process of my course, I’ve met both bad and good lecturers. Last 
year one of my lecturers helped me in getting a bursary, she helped me a lot 

because I had no funding at that time and my parents were also struggling to 
get funding for me. Another lecturer was not so helpful. I missed writing the 
first test and so I was going to write the third test (additional option). Before 
the date came, I approached the lecturer in his office during consultation 

hours, he was not very helpful, he was very rude towards me and the 
unfortunate part is that I ended up failing the module as I had no idea of how to 
study for such a module, which is why I went to ask for help. 

********************************* 

 



21 
 

 

 

University of the Free State 

They say only a Kovsie4 knows the feeling  

Only a Kovsie knows the feeling  

A feeling of what?  

A feeling of warmth 

A feeling of cold oh yes but teaching and learning takes place 

Some have good experiences 

Some have bad experiences  

Only a Kovsie knows the feeling  

This feeling is sweet 

Sometimes sour 

When it is sour, you are also a Kovsie 

Where do we run to?  

Whom do we consult? 

Our lecturers, our dreams, our professors or we run home 

Oh yes, we run home 

Where there’s warmth, love 

But home expects us to go do more and excel 

Do they know the feelings we are going through 

They don’t know because they believe we are  

still in bantu education, no we are not  

We are born frees 

We are exposed to technology  

We are exposed to things in detail  

My experience cannot be the same as yours 

Your experience cannot be the same as mine 

********************************* 

 

                                                
4	Name	given	to	students	at	the	University	of	the	Free	State	
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All my life I have been in private school where we were less than 40 in a class, 
so coming to university where we are like 100 or 200 in a lecture hall is like a 
bit overwhelming. It was overwhelming because I was always expecting 

special attention, one on one. You know, conversations with lecturers like with 
teachers at school. And here at university lecturers don’t really care how you 
do because you are in very large class. You have to use consulting hours and 

sometimes ask your fellow students for help. For real, fellow students help so 
much.  

********************************* 

 

 

 

In varsity you are not given as much attention as you were in high school. You 

are about +/- 100-800 students per class; lecturers don’t have the time to give 
each and every student special attention which is understandable. They do 
their 10% and the rest of the pie (90%) is up to us students. And we have tutors 
who are also students who help us understand the work better if we don’t and 

they are students too so they can explain more to our level than lecturers.  

We have good and bad lecturers. During the 1-hour lecture classes, some 

lectures will blow your mind away and make you understand, while some will 
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confuse you even more, while others will bore you to death. Sometimes it is not 
the lecturers themselves who are boring as such, but the modules/content they 

teach is boring. Nonetheless, if you attend your lectures, tutorials, do your 
assignments and study hard, you are guaranteed to succeed. 

********************************* 

 

My first year I had a supportive lecturer who was teaching me so much, she 
was so good that I even passed the module. As years went by I met other 
lecturers who just don’t have time for students, but of course, it is not all of 
them. This year I have another good lecturer and I wish he could teach me all 

the modules. Some lecturers make you feel dumb in class, sometimes I find it 
hard to understand the module because I can’t hear the lecturer. 

********************************* 

 

Last year I started my own business, so this year I have been very fortunate 
that all my third-year modules are related to entrepreneurship. So I have to say 
that all my lecturers have been very supportive, because I talk to them now on 

a social basis where I just try to get knowledge from them, to see where they 
can help me out because I don’t have experience to be running a business. But 
with my lecturers here, the support I get from them is overwhelming, really it 

is.  

For most students studying is mostly about getting your degree and getting 

done with it, but for me it’s more personal. It’s more about acquiring the 
knowledge and being able to apply it to what I am more focused on, my 
business. I do care about the exams and everything, but then, most of all I want 

to understand so that I can go back and apply it. In other words I like to ask, 
what does this book mean, what does it mean for my business? There are 
different books talking about the topic of the module and sometimes they say 

the same thing, sometimes it is a bit different. I want to know why. I am curious. 
What I am learning is meaningful to me, I need to make sure that I really 
understand it, in simple terms. Whenever I don’t understand then I got to the 

lecturer and ask if they can explain it to me in simple terms, as if I am a grade 
1 learner. I must understand properly and then I can see what it means for my 
business. I feel like even if I am a student, I’m also a business owner and this is 

a very important part of who I am and what I am trying to do.  

********************************* 
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I didn’t find first year difficult, I didn’t know why everyone complained so much. 
But in second year when we went into more depth it started to get much more 
difficult. It is a little bit of a struggle academically – I am not failing though, but 

I believe I am not performing to the best of my ability given the volume of work 
and the little time we have to do the work. One module could be something you 
study for the whole year but we have to squeeze it into only 4 months which 

makes life a bit more challenging than it already is. I have a lot of summaries to 
make, a lot of Latin names, a lot of chemical processes in the human body and 
it is just too much. But something keeps me going, I have this drive in me that 

keeps telling me that I must carry on. I still want to become a doctor, so I’m just 
doing the BSc as part of that goal. 

********************************* 
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When I first came to university, I was not comfortable with speaking English on 
a day to day basis. It is because where I come from I spoke my home language 

all the time. But I have developed since then because now I am more confident 
speaking and writing the language. What made me confident is the fact that I 
had to start using English in almost everything I did, like engaging with my 

peers who speak different languages so in order for us to understand each 
other we have to use English as a medium of communication. In high school, 
we were basically spoon fed and in varsity it is a different story. I have become 

more independent with regards to my studies and I have learned to trust myself 
when it comes to answering things because I have seen the potential I have, 
even though the language was difficult at first. I believe in myself and I am 

confident that I can conquer anything and everything.  

I am a lawyer in the making!!! 

********************************* 

 

I grew up in village where all community members were speaking the same 
language, namely Setswana. I even went to schools where our subjects were 
written in English but taught in Tswana by our teachers. During my matric year 

in 2013, we started going to camps where we met with other different learners 
speaking different languages. It was not so easy to communicate with them 
because everyone felt comfortable only in his or her own language.  

Come 2014, my first year in varsity. I was obliged to do everything in English. 
The funny part about varsity is that even someone who can speak the same 

language as yours, when he or she is in the university environment, the 
preferred language is English.  

I never really had a problem with doing my subjects in English and speaking it, 
but one problem that I have been facing from my first year is lecturers that 
sometimes mix their languages, mix English with Afrikaans. It’s difficult 

because I never stayed with people speaking Afrikaans and never did it in high 
school.  

As a campus residence student, I have also realised that there are quite a lot 
of conflicts among the black and white students in residences because of 
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language, especially during meetings. Others want to make comments or 
suggestions in their home language where the language of use is English.  

Furthermore, and something that I am proud of myself for, is that I am actually 
Xhosa but all the years of growing up with Tswana speaking people, I was never 

able to learn my own original language. But coming to this university has really 
taught me a lot and today I can even speak Xhosa. My negative attitude towards 
other languages, especially Afrikaans, has also changed to positive because 

the more people from different cultures you engage with the more you become 
knowledgeable.  

********************************* 

 

 

 

I never really understood this language issue. I didn’t have any language 
difficulties since I started here. This language policy thing, I also don’t really 
get the whole language policy changes and I think it is unnecessary, but 

anyway, it is a burning issue and many other people feel strongly that it should 
happen. I don’t really mind one way or another.  

********************************* 
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Language can be a barrier to learning  

Learning in a language that is not your first language is difficult especially 

when you come from public schools in townships. Teachers in public schools 
teach English in a very incompetent manner, they will teach English in Sotho, 
or Afrikaans in Sotho.  

When you come to university the English becomes a barrier to effective 
learning, we struggle to speak and answer in lecture rooms because of our 

poor English, sometimes we do know the answer but the language used here 
forbids us to actually voice our thoughts.  

English is my major, I struggle with it in class. It becomes so difficult for me to 
write academic essays and my language structure is very poor, but I am 
working on it.  

********************************* 

 

A dual language system of teaching and learning, A UFS condition.  

A conditional existence in a terrain that continues to maintain privilege through 

language and symbolism can easily become a reason for protest and a deep-
seated disregard for those that feel excluded.   

This condition, as witnessed across the country in institutions of higher 
learning, is an aftermath of compromised negotiations whose objectives do not 
fully reflect to date; the collective strides the nation has made.  We live in a 

society that continues to relegate the majority against the triple challenges of 
poverty, unemployment and disease while the minority and their new 
vanguard, the current political elites, lavish in inter-generational privilege that 

sustains the ill-gotten wealth, apartheid and colonial benefits.  

English and Afrikaans, the languages given expression herein are both foreign 

and oppressive given the natives’ condition. Sad to even mention, these 
languages are well entrenched in the heart of the institution. However, this is 
not why I write this. 

I write because, language in the wrong hands is exclusionary, but in the hands 
of those concerned with building a cohesive nation, can be a tool for redress. 

Our education, linguistics and otherwise, should position us to deal with our 
sordid past and therefore speak to the justice-inclined reconciliatory agenda.  
At the heart of all of this should be transformation, a thread that can safely hold 
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a divided society together. From a person who feels excluded by this cultural 
annihilating practice, I cannot believe this to be the case in the institution. 

I write this because language, a barrier so solid, can be used to unify as guided 
by my understanding of history. We learn from a colonial Tanganyika (present 

day Tanzania) of the great efforts of a great mind, a man whose accolades can 
never be enough for, the great Mwalimu (Teacher in Swahili), motlotlegi Julius 
Nyerere, was able to unite Tanganyika and Zanzibar in becoming a new nation, 

Tanzania irrespective of the differences thereto.   

I write out of the worry that we continue to maintain, incorrectly, that multi-

lingualism offered on the institutions' terms, will have an effect in building a 
better Azania5.  

I write out of the worry that history, sordid as it is, has made this an Afrikaner 
institution and yet, the great thinkers of our time see no problem with this and 
are therefore less concerned with progressively changing this status quo. The 

arrogance this maintains unfortunately breeds a potential repeat of history, is 
disheartening and disregards the past we have come to know as UFS. History 
must be used to guide or else we too risk becoming victims, and sadly of our 

own actions this time around. 

As microcosms of society, institutions of higher learning must set standards 

by which those affected by the beauty of education should abide, remaining 
conscious of the structural injustices as set by our eventful past. Young people 
must act as guide-posts to this effect. 

To conclude, great nations are built on uncomfortable truths and just 
aspirations. We should guard against entrenching in ourselves, methods that 

continue to separate a nation that shines as a beacon of justice all over. All this 
cannot be, when injustice, a part of our history, remains. 

Harambe to this genuine call,  

Nom de guerre, 

Moferefere Wa Nnete 

********************************* 

 

Coming to university has been a rather challenging experience. I come from a 

Xhosa-Setswana speaking background, so English is my 3rd language and 
                                                
5 A name fitting for South Africa, as given effect to by Robert Sobukwe’s Pan Africanist 
Congress of Azania 
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coming to a university that uses English as a first language was difficult. It 
wasn’t that I didn’t know English but the understanding was a challenge. I 

struggled with my academic work, particularly writing the paragraphs and 
essays. A lot of the lecturers are Afrikaans speaking, but teaching in English 
and they sometimes don’t know all of the English words or they sometimes 

don’t use the right academic word.  

********************************* 

 

Learning a new disciplinary language is hard but it is interesting. As a law 
student, we deal with a lot of Latin phrases and words which is exciting for me 

because I’m always keen on learning a new language or rather exploring 
different cultures. The law jargon is fascinating because we can communicate 
in simple English but people who don’t do law would be lost in the conversation. 

We are not trying to be smart or fancy, and in any case every course or career 
has its own jargon. 

********************************* 

 

 

 



30 
 

 
 

 

 

On being a first-year student 

The first time in Bloemfontein. Nobody asking if you are fine, you slept well, 
you’ve eaten or even made your bed. 

Being away from home can make you feel so stressed that you feel like you are 
about to explode. 

Big Buildings, lots of people. Have to get to class, what class? I don’t know. 
Where is it? A building called EBW. Asked around for 15 minutes. I get there, 
and I’m late. This is a long day. 

Finally! I’m in my room. Met my roommate for the first time. In this big bad world 
of varsity, the only person that make sense. Found a friend, someone who 

understands me and doesn’t think I’m just a big baby. I might forget about 
home in the end. 

********************************* 
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Yap, yap, yap, yap! Really? At 6am?! What are they doing up at this time? You 
must be wondering who I’m talking about, it’s my noisy housemates. At 6am, 
they are in the passage talking about… Well, their conversations are always in 

Sotho and since I’m Xhosa, I never get what they are saying but I’m guessing 
its total banana peels. This has become their habit, making me look like my 
grandma, old, grumpy and frustrated when I wake up. 

However, to avoid having a totally bad day, I go jogging. A nice long jog, 
coupled with a lot of power walks, always calms me down. I get to pray, tell 

God my frustrations, plan my day think about my future and also tell myself 
jokes that I’d never say out loud because I might end up being the joke. After 
my peaceful jog, and I’ve calmed down and forgiven my noisy housemates, my 

day begins. 

Good opera, gospel and sometime hip-hop music, that I don’t really understand 

because well it really doesn’t make sense, helps jumpstart my day. Ok, let me 
go back to the Hip Hop music thing. I’ve heard things like “I polish my shoes, 
shine my glasses, Gucci, Gucci, Gucci, I bet my mama proud”, Now how does 

polishing shoes make mama proud? It beats me. But since I listen to the music, 
I guess I’m not one to talk. 

On a busy day, I put my serious face on, people usually think I’m angry with it 
on but it helps me concentrate. To me busy means tests, assignments, school 
activities and just catching up. The seriousness and busyness usually lasts for 

an hour or three. I make sure I get a lot of work done and then just “visit” my 
work every now and again. On a normal day, however I just chill, No I’m lying, 
I get bored and start thinking like a 2-year old., take selfies, dance and that 
usually ends up with a strained ankle, or I just spend time with God or my 

journal. 

Now journaling and spending time with God are my best things to do. Have you 

ever poured your heart out to God; just told him how the red nail polish you 
bought is doing so much justice to your ugly toenails? Yip, that’s what I do, tell 
him nothing and everything and feel good afterwards. 

All in all, I love being alone, getting things done and winning. However, when I 
do fail, it’s still okay, tomorrows are there for a reason, for us to start over and 

fail some more, learn and win. 

********************************* 
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Mary Mary – Can’t give up now 

There will be mountains that I’ll have to climb and 

There will be battles that I’ll have to fight  

But victory or defeat, it’s up to me to decide 

But how can I expect to win if I never try 

I just can’t give up now 

I’ve come too far from where I started from 

Nobody told me the road would be easy 

And I don’t believe he brought me this far to leave me. 

Never said there wouldn’t be trials. Never said I wouldn’t fall, never said 

That everything would go the way I want it to go. But when my back  

Is against the wall. And I feel all hope is gone. I’ll just lift my head up to the sky  

And help me to be strong…. 

********************************* 

 

Beauty of University 

 

I have heard the song, “there is freedom in Varsity” so many times. I too, have 
sung it and indeed, there is. 

You fall and rise 

Make mistakes and laugh about them the next day. 

You struggle, cry, want to give up, “have it up to here” with everything but all 

the while, you still have your fist up singing the freedom song.  

I’ve found myself in this place, away from the protection of home. I learnt a 

thousand lessons. Discovered that with this freedom comes a little strife, yes, 
but also great joy. 
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Joy in getting lost on your first day, meeting your first university friend who is 
as crazy as you are and maybe just maybe, it happens that you bump into your 

future….husband. 

In university you can be absolutely who you want to be and not feel apologetic 

about it, your fullest self. Getting up to foolish things sometimes like partying 
all night only to wake up with an empty wallet the next day. Oh., but the fun you 
had, you’ll never forget, most importantly you won’t forget to BUDGET every 

month. Now, that’s a life time lesson you learn in university, budgeting. What a 
bore of a word! 

However, university is not just about saving money, books, classes… 

It’s about making friends, joining societies, going out, oh this one I like: 

downloading movies series all day on campus. You do what you want when you 
want but without forgetting the reason you’re there.  

You can have all the fun in the world when you are in university. Seriously, 
there’s no limit. The greatest joy, though is when your marks reflect that you 
work hard not just play hard.  

And since we’re all different, “fun” has a different a meaning for each of us. 
some can’t stand to be indoors during a weekend and some people find the 

greatest pleasure in just sitting in for the weekend… 

There’s room for you here, plenty of it. You can decorate it, move around it 

however you want. Make it bright and shiny. Make it count! 

********************************* 

 

Its five o clock in the morning, sleeping got boring. I wake up, switch the radio 
on. Prepare lunch boxes for my little brother and little sister. 06:00 AM wake 

them up and bath, then 06:45 prepare breakfast for them. 07:00AM take them 
to the bus stop. 08:00AM I have coffee, watch TV and prepare my books before 
going to campus. 10:00 AM classes, computer lab, library, visit friend at Res, 

eat then at 17:00pm go to catch a taxi home. 19:00pm help siblings with 
homework, TV, my bedroom, relax, dinner, study, then go to sleep. 

********************************* 
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Relationships 

When you get to the third year, you feel that the gap is too much from second 

year. Suddenly you feel like relationships are too demanding, especially when 
those around you are not on the same level as you. You feel pressured to give 
in to making it work, even if most of the days it feels like it’s not what you want. 

You feel swallowed into your books with no social life, but eating because you 
need the energy, one question is, “Is the food you’re eating good for your 
brain?” Seeing so many third years from last year in your class makes you 

anxious and scared at the same time. Prioritising becomes hard as social time 
is way too little to fit in everyone you think should be there. It (final year) is 
scary and exciting at the same time. 

********************************* 

 

A student in a foreign place 

There is no better feeling than being told that you are accepted at the 

university. I was so excited to live the varsity life not knowing that somewhere 
somehow it’s so stressing that you end up missing home terribly. But at least 
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when time goes on you start getting used to the environment and enjoying it 
more. 

When I started High School, I did not see going to university as something 
important. I just told myself that after matric, I will just go job hunting. Both my 

parents refused my decision. They motivated me and told me that they want to 
see me as a better, educated person. Then later on I got their message. 

The time arrived, it was getting hectic as classes were beginning and I did not 
know the venues. But later on things went well. The motivation that I got from 
my lecturers really proved exactly what my parents were talking about. 

I became so unlucky that I got accommodation near a main road, where I find 
it difficult to study during the day. 

But one thing that motivates my studies is the campus environment, whereby 
you can feel free and comfortable. There are computer labs to assist those who 

don’t have laptops to better their studies. 

At least now I can make a difference with helping my friends and neighbours 

with applying to the university. 

********************************* 

 

The University 

You steal children from parents  

You mix up all their lives, religions involved 

You put an end to good relationships from prior to university 

You hate seeing good friendships 

And create what we call “frienemies” 

You put pressure on innocent souls to fit in 

Rebelliousness starts with you 

Betrayal dominates in you 

There are certain standards you set out for individuals  

Which are too high for certain people  

But they are in denial because of your pressure 

You are fighting happiness in our lives  
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You do not only make us suffer socially and financially 

You also give us a lot of work which seems impossible  

You require us to balance hectic social life and impossible academics  

But is all of that possible? 

Your way of life seems to be the only route 

You leave us doubting who we really are 

And acting as who we are expected to be 

Parents give praises to you 

Learners look at you with envy 

Students look at you with disgust 

Is your intention to confuse or educate? 

What are parents praising when students leave without the main paper? 

Or leave with the “main paper” that is not expected at home? 

If you have your disadvantages, why do you get to be so expensive? 

When are you going to stop stirring our lives? 

And do the main purpose you were intended for? 

********************************* 
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I live at Small Street in the 

Stadium Inn flat just next  

to the Free State stadium. This  

is the best place 

I have ever been. 

Small Street is the most 

crowded place in Bloem but,  

nevertheless, I can cope with my studies, with club house and music kitchen 
as my neighbours. 

As it was stipulated in the bible that love your neighbours so I sometimes visit 
there during the weekend, especially on Fridays.  

I refer to Small Street as the most interesting place in Bloem. 

If you stay in Bloem and you don’t know Small Street. Then you don’t belong 

here anymore. 

********************************* 

 

 

The Future begins now!! 

On a Monday morning, feeling irritated that only yesterday was the weekend 

but now I have to go to school L. Then the thought comes, you will never get 

what you want unless you work for it. Hard work has never killed anyone. Like 
my mother always says “Swa Kahle wati Endlela” meaning you make great 
things for yourself. Young lady, the future beings with you. I jump out of a bed 

(Thinking about that car and life I desire), clean up, get dressed and have 
breakfast. After all the struggles and challenges of everyday wear a smile on 
your face, head up high and shoulders in place to lift you up. After all, what 

doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger. I believe in smiling, not only because 
my smile is beautiful (I don’t mean to brag) but you look so much better when 
you smile. 

Pack my bag; grab my white coat, goggles and gloves. The chemistry lab! Full 
of acids and all sorts of chemicals. Negativity pops in. Why am I doing 
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chemistry? Positivity gently swifts in and takes over. Chemicals, harmful 
substances to the soil, environment, the food. Great soil leads to great food. 

Then I’m told to make Disprin, like seriously? I don’t want to be a pharmacist. I 
go ahead and make the Disprin, like I have a choice. Meanwhile, after the 

practical I’m all excited J. I made Disprin today!! Forgetting I was not 

interested. Hahaha! joys of being a student. 

********************************* 

 

 

The story of a non-social student who is always online, on social media or 
studying 

A beep in the morning 

Is it an alarm? 

No, it is text messages 

From the friends that I never met 

But am always texting 

A study break for me 

Is sitting in front of my computer 

Going to lectures seems to be the only appointment 

My pen and paper is what I give my problems to 

My definition of friendship: Texting 

Sometimes I wish life on media would be real 

A thousand friends on Social media 

And about five who are really friends in real life 

A balance of life is what I am struggling with 

Academics and social seems impossible 

Is that a typical life of a student? 

********************************* 
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A visit to another planet 

A young ambitious girl: full of energy and so many possibilities and a bright 
future. She is hungry for a new beginning, jumps on this Greyhound spacecraft 
to a foreign planet. A big planet full of possibilities, the most common way to 

succeed there is to study and get good points. There she spends her time in a 
place called the ‘study lock’6: her head in books in which her future lies. At the 
lock the girl is surrounded by other hustlers from different planets all with a 

common goal to succeed. 

The young girl stays in a place that provides shelter and awesome housemates. 

However, there are difficulties that the young girl faces that begin her journey 
to becoming a women of strength, loyalty and kindness. There are different 
ways to deal with challenges on this planet – we all have a key.  

The choices that you make about how you use that key, or how many locks you 
are willing to open is up to you. Some find the right key to open their locks; 

others give up and are locked out forever.  

Time waits for nobody. Time is one of the rare things that one can never get 

back or buy. Therefore a person must use their time wisely. This, however, is 
difficult for the young girl as balancing and prioritising is a challenge. There is 
entertainment, socialising, studying and spiritual healing.  

On this foreign planet, the girl learns that time waits for nobody and that there 
is a time and a place for everything. 

 

********************************* 

                                                
6 Study spaces available at the university library.  
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Friendship 

We have just arrived back in Bloemfontein after a weekend of madness. It feels 
good to be back home and away from the thick polluted air of Joburg. The 

weekend turned out well considering that our bus was four hours late, we did 
finally arrive in Joburg. After arriving and dropping off our bags to what was 
going to be our home for the next three days we decided to go sight-seeing. I 
was amazed at the beautiful nightmare Joburg streets reflected. A day well 

spent as tired and exhausted we decided to hit the Joburg streets. We went to 
a place called Liquid Blue, the dancefloor was filled with dance moves, the 
floor was sticky from cocktails and the atmosphere was just screaming 

“welcome to Joburg!” 

Second day was filled with an adrenaline rush as we explored Gold Reef City. 

Screams and tears flooded the air as the Anaconda twisted and spun us 
around. 

Day 3 - The day I have been awaiting for six months was finally upon us. I 
remember when Rihanna screamed “what the hell is up Johannesburg?” 
Phresh Out the Runway, Diamond, Cold Case Love, Cheers were one of my 

favourite performances. 

I am so grateful for the friends I have made at university. I was able to see my 

favourite artist because of them. People I once called “those people.” It would 
not be possible without them, I love my second family.  

********************************* 
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We understand as students that the ‘fees must fall’ movement is pushing it a 
bit – is no fees really feasible?  

But, what would help would be free textbooks. Do you know how expensive 
these textbooks are?! The same people who fought for freedom are the ones 

who are doing us wrong like this. Let the textbooks be free and every year we 
will return them and others students will use them and so forth.  

It is not that we are ungrateful but with no funding and with my father as the 
only provider in the family how can he pay for my fees, text books, food, 
transport, accommodation? After tax how much is my father getting? If he has 

to put a roof over our heads and food on the table for the family, how much 
change is left for me? 

********************************* 

 

Moferere notes with concern, the anti-BLACK stance of South African 

universities 

We exist in a colonial setup, a practice which lays ground for apartheid 

practice and symbolism to thrive. A dangerous phenomenon reinforcing white 
arrogance and biological determinism which society must completely rid of 
itself. This, a stark reminder to the majority of the Afrikan populace, both 

students & workers, that this is not their space to claim, neither function nor 
exist. As a poor BLACK7 student who might never graduate, I continue to lead, 
motivate and encourage student uprising, against all forms of oppression. 

As I draft this story, I am visited by constant worry, independent from the 
indelible marks this oppressive setup has on the BLACK majority. I am gravely 

petrified by the untold sufferings brought by exclusion, financial or otherwise 
and the impact it has on our immediate BLACK communities. Exclusions, 
financial or otherwise, are violent acts robbing us of the personal aspirations 

and the inspiration rendered on the young, who look up on us as beacons of 
hope. I fear and view with grave disdain, this cruel act which sustains the 
structural inequalities that has since engulfed the country, as a result of the 

                                                
7 BLACK in this context seeks to elevate Afrikans to a status of humanness since a white constructed monopoly 
capitalist system continues to dehumanise BLACKNESS, refusing us a human status. I use it in capital letters in 
protest against such injustice.  
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political errors those at the negotiating table committed and yet, refuse to 
acknowledge through action, but only by word of mouth. Colonialism and 

apartheid were violent and radical, it cannot be therefore, that we tout and 
employ soft, neo-liberal policies when attempting redress. This consistent 
stance informs and maintains the view that those in the bourgeoisie 

establishment called parliament are largely anti-BLACK, bureaucratic and 
apathetic to our cause and suffering as a people. 

Conscious of the collusion between the state, institutions of higher learning 
and private security, I remain resolute and steadfast in urging the oppressed 
to claim and fight on their own, to struggle for BLACK existence and pride. The 

propaganda machines calling us ambitious for demanding free education 
should fear. An insult to patriotism this has been, to allow a kleptocratic state 
to function while students face the daily struggle of poverty. Beyond formal 

democratic change, we all are responsible for confronting the violent and 
oppressive structures operating in our daily lives – both the privileged and the 
oppressed. Maybe then we can build the society we anticipate.  

Harambe to this call,  

Nom de guerre, 

Moferefere Wa Nnete 

(A student activist, member of the EFFsc and Black Lawyers Association 
student chapter and co-founder of a community based structure)  

********************************* 
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Two student’s interviewing each other about transformation 

What is transformation? 

For me transformation entails a situation where a previously disadvantaged 
group is afforded the opportunity in a space to express themselves, to enjoy 

the space, to interact with the space and to enjoy the benefits that come along 
with it (for instance the benefits that come along with this institution, the 
University of the Free State) freely without having to worry that there are those 

that earn more respect or earn more privileges than they do. So once that is 
achieved I think transformation will be achieved.  

Has government done enough? 

Not taking away what government has done so far but I still feel that there is so 

much that they can do. I still feel that they are now commodifying education to 
an extent that we still pay so much money to get into higher education, and this 
borders on them not really doing enough to assist. Even though there are so 

many students who are on bursaries and those who are on NSFAS. I still feel 
that even the NSFAS does not cater to the full school fees; there are those that 
say they still owe fees for this and that. Which just goes to show that it’s not 

enough even though it is highly priced.  

Have student protests solved the longer term problems in higher education? 

No, they have not. What it has only done is open our eyes especially as a nation. 
That we have got this big problem illiteracy, we have got this big problem of 

lack of education for so many people. Those that deserve it but who do not have 
access to higher learning. But it also opens our eyes to realise that indeed 
there is something that government, the public in general, private sector also 
has to do in improving the conditions. So in a way it was an eye opener, not an 

end in itself, but at least a means to an end.  

Have the student protests united students and bridged gaps between the 
privileged and the under-privileged? 

Well, I think I will have to single out the particular protest we had at our own 

institution. If you look at the fees must fall protests they tried to somewhat unite 
the students in the sense that both white and black students were together in 
saying that the fees must really fall, because the fees we pay at institutions of 

higher learning are unaffordable. Of course we know particularly the black 
students, but there are also those who are white, are not so privileged. But 
beyond that there were many other protests, like your insourcing protest that 
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divided the groups. That is what caused the unfortunate Shimla park event. 
Somehow it divided the students, I think the result thereof is whether 

management is willing enough to offer the groups time to interact and come up 
with solutions that will be sustainable because it appears to me that what was 
thought to be a solution was very superficial in the sense that when they come 

across something that cuts deep they quickly forget that they are a unity they 
come from different spaces which just goes to show that they were not really 
united in the first place. That’s my opinion. 

********************************* 
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Inspired to Inspire                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

My story is about someone who played a very vital role in my life. I don’t 
remember how I met this person, he is older than me. He became my friend but 
now I look at him as a brother and most importantly an inspirational mentor. 

The person I am referring to is Thabang (pseudonym). 

When I was young, I didn’t love school because I used to think I was not good 

when it comes to school related things. By that time, I don’t think I knew 
something like a library existed until Thabang took me to the nearest library as 
he loved reading books and was preparing for his matric8 exams. When at the 

library, I was bored with this quiet place so I would just look at him do his work 
and he will say “come on man, go to the shelves and take a book and read, just 
do something”. From there I started to love reading books and I enjoyed being 
at the library, all that changed my performance at school and I started 

becoming the best learner in my class and then in the entire school. 

Thabang came to the University of Free State and studied Education. When he 

was going to do his fourth year, I was going to do my grade 12 and at the 
beginning of that year, I received a text message from him, I still recall the 
words – “This year is either you rise or fall, it is up to you.” 

By that time I had met the Rector of the University of the Free State and the 
then Dean of the Faculty of Education. I knew the UFS campus outside and 

inside as Thabang often brought me here with him to his classes so that I could 
experience life at university. This made me double my efforts to be here 
officially, as a student.  

My life was shaped by the inspiration I got from Thabang, I am now officially a 
UFS student in the education faculty. Thabang remains a source of inspiration 

not for only me but also for many others. I believe I am what I am today because 
of him, he inspired me and now it is my responsibility to inspire others. I remain 
grateful for everything Chief. 

********************************* 

 

                                                
8 School leaving exams after 12 years of schooling 



46 
 

 

God, family and law 

God is my life 

My parents are my inspiration 

My friends are my motivation  

And 

Law is my passion!!! 

 

Patience with family is love                                                           

Patience with others is respect 

Patience with self is confidence and 

Patience with GOD is faith!!! 

 

There comes a time in my life when I feel like I cannot take it anymore. When I 
feel like giving up. Whenever, I feel like that, with tears in my eyes, I kneel down 
and give all my problems to God. God is always there to listen to me and he in 

turn gives me the strength to continue my journey and conquer all the 
obstacles in my way. My bible is my comforter and source of relief. My 
wardrobe is filled with motivational words that can put a smile on my face 

anytime.  

My parents! My parents are my inspiration to do better and be someone in my 

life. They are my role models and pillar of strength. A call from my parents is 
guaranteed a day well made.  

My friends, I love my friends and they are all so beautifully unique in their own 
ways. They motivate me to do my best, always and I enjoy our precious 
moments and laughter.  

Law, law is my passion and I would not trade my course for anything in the 
world. I enjoy my course very much and how wonderful it is when you succeed 
in the career of your choice. NEVER WILL I GIVE UP! 

I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me!!!!  

********************************* 
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Looking back at this year, I don’t believe that I made it. 

Family support got me through, even though at first they couldn’t afford 

transport.  

I          my family, no lies, whole heartedly.  

Mom and Dad must be proud the last born is at university. I just wish they  

R.I.P and I mean Return if Possible. I cruised through it all because I believe  

No mission is impossible. 

********************************* 

 

The Archer 

The first day of Varsity. University, 

The Archer and all 1300 students in class, 

Each an arrow. From the first day 

Our destination was determined, we  

chose our targets. Every semester getting ever closer  

and closer to the circle in the middle “our degrees”.  

Wind and rain, trials &  

tribulations try to change the direction of 

each arrow. Some arrows fell short, 

Some are still on track. My grandfather is 

a wise man, he told me one important thing 

a few days ago, “Ha hona lerumo le twang haufi” 

Although it has lost its depth when translated, 

this means that there is no arrow that comes 

from near. A journey makes us or breaks us. 

We have to be strong and stay on course to reach our targets. 

********************************* 



48 
 

 

The teacher that needed to be taught how to teach 

A lonely town with very old streets and fields that get your shoes dusty is where 

this girl jumped her first hurdle of education. Wepener is the name of the town 
that shaped this girl into a soul of aspiration and possibility. Haha, I talk like 
she understood that then – No, she did not. Being at boarding school from 

Grade 4 up to her matric year, sometimes left her feeling like “oh! My parents 
are tired of seeing me on THEIR couch every day, watching THEIR TV!” 

BAM!! Then she is faced with a whole new world that made her heart pound like 
one of an athlete after running a marathon. Varsity! “You have been admitted 
at the University of the Free State” – she read in one of the letters. She was 

shaking and shivering, she then reread the letter to make sure that her eyes 
were not playing tricks on her. 

Fast forward to the day she went for her teaching practicals, that was the 
“Aha!” moment for her. There are children in that classroom who have the 
same fears that she had when she was in Wepener at that boarding school. At 

that very moment, she realised that not only her experience would be the 
medicine here, but she knew that she had to be taught to inspire these kids; 
she had to be taught how to make educational transformation in South Africa. 

She had to be taught to teach! 

********************************* 
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Letter to my academic advisor 

This is an expression of sincere gratitude, a regard of heart and a blessing to 
the souls who work tirelessly to impact, improve and effect positivity and shed 
light on many lives... 

I am not certain if Aus Kay (pseudonym) realizes the worth she gives to the 
many lives which seek refuge always, at her comforting soul. When 

circumstances caught up with us, we become hesitant to follow any, if at all 
given, instructions challenging reality. You have given courage and 
rejuvenated dreams which only imagination could see improve while sight falls 

victim to reality. Many of us under your stewardship are the only beacons 
bearing lights of hope, and the fire is kept burning by the fire you give impetus 
to. Time after time, we keep hopeful that these insidious circumstances we find 

ourselves in are to be stopped by us, with us and for the greater benefit not 
only of our immediate families but also, our respective communities, and 
societies at large. 

With the change in environment and having to deal with difficulties of these new 
environments we find ourselves in [at university], we remain driven by the 

same ideals, grand purpose, and hope that a change is en-route. Having 
experienced to the brim the order of a restless society, to which poverty is a 
bed-right, we are motivated to aim higher, push harder and try our best, 

however short we fall. Your being in our lives has brought nothing but a taste 
of grace, a belief in hard work, and treasuring always, the ideals of unity. I am 
now to say, thank God our father, for such a blessing and a wonder, for being 

a mother without complaint, a sister with devotion, and a friend with an 
unimaginable loyalty. The love, patience, care and regard you give us is a 
treasure to many others without such. The belief in possibility, however 
scrutinized, keeps us going. 

Needless I say we love you, and by we, I speak of all REAP9 students who see 
in you what I see, who are informed also, of your inspiration and pure heart. 

Everyone has their own thing chasing, but we are always, always Aus Kay, 
thinking, praying and wishing on you and your family, blessings. We are a 
danger to ourselves but nonetheless, we say, we love you and you inspire us.  

In all that gives us peace is the idea that somewhere, somehow, someone so 
strong believes in us, trusts us and loves us, outside the family ties. I believe in 

[Student surname]-ism, my ideology which informs changing circumstances. I 
am self-assured, inspired, motivated, effected and kept a winner. Lord knows, 

                                                
9 Rural Education Access Programme 
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this struggle is within. For our families, the hope of what tomorrow may be 
says, thank you already. It is through you and the REAP family, that we remain 

fountains that are to move frontiers. How, I don’t know. I remain conscious to 
the fact that you are for shattered hopes, dreams and vague imaginations, and 
so far, they materialize.  

In the famous words of one great Afrikan, The late President of Mozambique, 
Samora Machel, Aluta Continua, which directly translates “the struggle 

continues.” 

I am deeply grateful, and I ask God to continue inspiring you, give you strength 

and effecting purpose in you. It remains difficult to make sense right now, least 
of all, to be grammatically relevant. This sums up the idea that I respect what 
you do, the value you add to so many displaced lives is without measure.  Thank 

you, profusely, for giving us another chance in testing lives. Yes, you, you and 
you. To our sponsors who put in their money for our education without even 
knowing us personally, we say thank you. To the devoted and equally 

dedicated REAP family, we say thank you.  

This is an extract from one of the pieces I have written for a research project I 

am part of. We are to publish e-books, and when a story of gratitude came to 
mind, I thought first, of you. This spells also of deep bedded gratitude. I am 
short of words, but what is a message of gratitude without meaning but fancy 

words? Nothing, and this is of pure love, respect and honour, to my very own 
Student Academic Advisor.  

********************************* 
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For the past three years that I’ve been in university. I learnt a few things, about 

myself. University in a way teaches you about life and how to deal with things. 
This place has taught me to think ahead and that every decision that you make 
will later come back to you.  

In first year I wasn’t much into studying, “just study for now and everything will 
sort itself out”, I used to tell myself, not knowing that studying “just for now” 

pushes you back. Because you are only doing it for now and not the future. You 
learn to pick yourself up after failing and pat yourself on the shoulder if you did 
well, after all in life you win and lose. You learn that life has uncertainties and 

that it will always seem as if someone is much better than you. Life is a 
challenge and not a race. Savour each moment and get ready for the next day.  

My goals for the future would be graduating and getting a job that I love. Varsity 
influences your thinking in such a way that you gravitate towards what you love 
and makes you happy. It also influences your thinking in a good way because 
you see people graduating despite the problems they might have faced and 

this tells you that you can also do it. BUT, for every good thing there’s a bad 
thing, you see graduates looking for jobs for a very long time and that in itself 
is discouraging.  

********************************* 
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The person I am now is a totally different person to the person I was two years 
ago. The influence of being in an environment like this (Bloemfontein), which 
lies in the heart of a country blessed with diversity like South Africa helps to 

filter the good from the bad. I have met people who have opened my third eye 
about things that I never thought about myself and about life.  

The perception I had about university life and things, changed because of 
personally experiencing university life. Some being better, some being worse 
but the stories I heard and was told are better off as first-hand experience. So, 

I can say that I am continuously developing as a person and as a student 
because of this experience.  

I have a lot of goals; short term and long term goals. The main goal being to 
finish my degree. My short term goals help towards my end goals – the longer 
term. Meeting people who are like minded as I makes achieving my goals easier 

and it has also built the base I need to achieve fully.  

********************************* 
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I wanted to make a contribution to the e-book about my proudest moment, my 
recent achievement.  

Well. I've never been the most intelligent person, I'm just a hard worker. I 
achieve most of the things by working hard. Second year has to be the most 

challenging year ever. I'm doing my third year in the extended programme but 
I'm doing second year modules, so technically I'm in my second year. It wasn't 
easy but it was definitely worth it. I almost gave up when the pressure got too 

much but my confidence rose once again when I got the Golden Key Invitation. 
I've been dreaming about it for quite some time and now that I've got it, it 
proves once again that hard work pays off. I am honoured.  

********************************* 

 

The transition in the three-year duration that I have spent at the University of 
Free State has been wonderful for me personally. Well, I think it is very difficult 
for every first year student enrolling at university for the first time, to adapt to 

this higher standard of learning experience. I also faced challenges of 
adapting to this new environment, and by adapting I mean the following: it 
starts from FREE basic education to PAID higher learning education, from 

school teachers to university lectures, from subjects to modules, language and 
meeting different people from different parts of the world with different 
backgrounds and races. As time goes by, one gets to adapt to this new 

environment and once you’re used to it, I can assure you that university is the 
greatest place to be. I then realized that university is not only about achieving 
excellent academic grades and graduating, but it is also a space for 

socializing, which is why there are so many student organizations on campus 
and I also joined few of them. 

I’m studying Financial Planning Law; this is a three-year course which makes 
me a final year student this year (2016). It is extremely exciting to be in the final 
year of your studies because one can now see that the end is near and your 

future is looking bright. My lecturers are very supportive and they all want the 
best for every student. In my course we have our own graduate program that 
is organized by the lecturers where they invite different companies within the 

financial planning industry. The purpose of this program is to give each and 
every student an opportunity for job placement, and then the best candidates 
will be picked by those companies for permanent employment. This program 

is amazing and it shows that our lectures care about the needs of the students.  
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Most companies nowadays are looking for experienced people, especially 
graduates, which is why I volunteered myself during the holidays to work under 

the guidance of a well experienced Financial Adviser to gain practical 
experience. He has been in the industry for quite some time and he advised me 
to continue with the postgraduate studies once I get my undergrad degree 

because in today’s competitive job market, it is often not enough to have only 
one degree. I have attended most of the postgraduate workshops organized 
by the university and I realized that it is important to have an additional 

qualification which is a postgraduate degree, and therefore from 2017 I’ll be 
completing my Postgraduate Diploma in Financial Planning! 

********************************* 

 

Being at the University of the Free State has helped me develop independence, 

critical thinking and social skills like socialising... I say independence because 
I am kilometres and kilometres away from home. I am from Limpopo and I came 
all this way alone, there is no parent that can tell me to do this, or try to tell me 

what to do. When I was in high school I always had someone to tell me to wash 
the dishes, to study and to do my homework. And here, I have no one, I have to 
think, I have to put myself into action to do all these things. Self-discipline is 

another quality I have developed. As much as I procrastinate at times I can still 
get things done on time without any pressure needed. Lastly, I have developed 
critical thinking. Because I am alone, I have to learn to do these things alone, 

I’m by myself. Some of these things there is no guide to show you ‘how to’ with 
life situations but critical thinking helps conquer all these situations and life 
challenges we have to come through on campus.  

Regardless of the fact that I am alone, I have friends which I call family that 
help me build a strong character. In university it is vital to have people around 

you that build you for the better and are not afraid to correct and lead you in 
the right path. Keep in mind that the freedom can be overwhelming, it can make 
you lose your way and forget the purpose for you in university  

********************************* 

 

The transformation from being a learner to being a student is very exciting. 

Upon arrival at the university we find a different atmosphere from what we 
have imagined and adapting to the conditions is rather challenging. Once one 
fully blends with the university community, development of the person as a 

student and as an individual begins to show.  
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Over the past two years I have been exposed to serious factors that affect the 
university student community. Facing these challenges developed me for the 

world. The struggles I experienced in my first year, adapting, finding funds for 
my studies and moving from high school subjects to university modules that 
are challenging requiring more and more effort has prepared me for the 

second and third year of my degree…Which gets more challenging and 
requires more application and depth of knowledge. In my second and third 
year it wasn’t as difficult as it was in my first year to acquire funding and adapt 

to the higher level / year of my degree.  

Since I got to the University of the Free State I have been inspired and 

motivated to dream and be the best that I can be. My dreams of being a great 
computer scientist have been enhanced by the people I have met here and my 
lecturers. They have influenced the way I see the world around me and the way 

I wish to live.   

********************************* 

 

 

Coming to university is a big turn in one’s life. You leave home and go to a 

different province, or city and even country. You are surrounded by people 
who are totally different so it could take a while for you to adjust.  

We come to university (this whole new world) with the aim of obtaining a 
degree. However, we bring all our “baggage” with us: our problems from 
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home, personal problems. They don’t suddenly disappear because we are in a 
new environment, if anything, it just becomes harder to deal with your own 

problems, academics, making friends and generally adapting. 

But I have learnt that it’s kind of all like a test. When you write a test, you focus 

on different chapters, with their own topics but they all are included in the test 
and each one of them needs your attention.  

I’ve learnt that most of the time, if not all the time, I have to make my own 
decisions and be independent. That I can’t run to my parents or anyone else to 
deal with “my life”. I have to take a stand and do it myself. I’m still learning that 

it requires mental and emotional maturity to do that. It’s hard to master it all at 
once. It’s a development that is progressing, it doesn’t come all at once. Even 
with academics, I’ve learnt to pace myself but also keep up with my work. And 

that as the years progress, the work gets harder, therefore the effort I put in 
won’t be the same as last year’s effort.  

University, opened my eyes to a whole different world. I came to university 
thinking I’m just going to get my degree and go to be an attorney. But now my 
future plans have kind of changed. I still want to be an attorney but there is so 

much more in the world I can do. I have a dream of opening a children’s home, 
of one day maybe being a motivational speaker at high schools and of being a 
judge. The goal I had before coming to university has expanded and that’s 

because I’m exposed to so many issues that face our country and instead of 
thinking about me and how I can be successful, I am now thinking “how can I 
make someone else’s world better?” 

I think it’s all in the mind, to grow and be better and develop. You make the 
decision. I made mine, the first months I got here, that no matter how tough it 
gets, I can’t give up. I believe for that I’m not the same person I was two years 

ago. This is a better, more refined version of me. It takes spirit, body and soul. 
All three have to be ready and willing and everything you go through won’t be 
a train smash.   

With love 

********************************* 

 

Varsity has been really good. The past three years have forced me to grow. I 
was like ‘yeah, I’m never growing up!’ – but now I look at myself back at high 
school and I had millions of friends and now I have something like less than five 

actual real good friends, people I can talk to, people who we lift each other up. 
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I’m generally nice to people, but everyone else is more like someone I just talk 
to. I also now wear glasses – that is how real varsity is!   

Otherwise, I have grown from first-year, through second year and now. Now I 
know that life is make it or break it, it is about the choices you make, you have 

today to prepare for tomorrow, you have today to work as hard as you can if 
you want something better for your future.  I think life forces you to grow up. 
Parents are counting on you, hoping and believing that this is what you can do. 

The choices you make now are different from the choices I would have made 
three years ago, the things I tell people now are different from what I told 
people three or four years ago.  

I’m very fortunate, I believe, for the kind of friends I have in my life, the kind of 
family who are supportive and everything. I have friends who motivate me to 

carry on, I also have friends from first-year who dropped out and failed and a 
lot of things happened. In my first year biology class there were about 625 of 
us, in second year there were 211 in first semester and 120 second semester, 

and now there are only 78 of us left. As the years go on, the numbers get 
smaller and smaller. Being one of the few people who have made it is great, 
and I hope I can make it further and keep on going.  

********************************* 
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My goal for the future is being a very strong woman, being strong in every 
sense of the word STRONG. Some people might say to themselves that, "we 
have heard that before" but that's what I want to be. I believe that once you 

have a strong character it’s not easy for life to bring you down. Let’s face it, 
situations in this life do not need an invitation, so if you are strong you can 
never be defeated. I really want to be a strong woman, I want to be strong 

mentally, financially, spiritually in all aspects of the word. That’s my main goal, 
to BE STRONG.  

Being at university hasn’t really influenced how I look at the future because I 
have been thinking about my future long before I came to university. I have 
been wanting to become a strong woman ever since I saw my parents go up 

and down breaking their back just for me, just to see me prosper, to see me 
have everything I need. That is what keeps me going in this varsity life, that 
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makes me want to be a somebody! Manana Shalati and Tatana Soza Maluleke 
are my main inspiration, they are behind my yearning to being strong  

********************************* 

 

I am a young student  

I am a born free  

A kovsie so they say  

My experience as a student  

I experienced good and bad  

Bad led me to good  

Good exposed me to know more  

Failure has taught me to learn  

From mistakes  

Learning from mistakes led me  

To have a hope  

A hope for tomorrow  

Led me to plan for my future 

My future made me to visualise 

My life that is where  

I saw light, a light that is  

Taking me some-where 

Somewhere greener 

Where I met my career 

My career, my career  

I am now half way  

Halfway to end this  

Road, there are stones 

There are stresses that I  

Need to pass,  

I’d rather crawl in this road  

If I can’t walk  
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I’d rather walk if I can’t run 

I’d rather run if I can’t fly 

That is where my road will end.  

Once you are a student  

You are a parent  

You parent everything  

Your studies, everything that 

Revolves around 

You are a leader  

You lead your life  

You are in control  

You control everything 

********************************* 

 

 

What keeps me going is the love and passion I have for law and the fact that 
one day I will be able to provide for my family. I want to give to my parents the 

things they could never have in life. I want to be the first generation to get a 
degree in order to pave the way for the young ones who are behind me in the 
family. I want to change the legacy in our family and inspire many people with 

my story, that is; it is possible against all odds. 



62 
 

My aims and goals for the future are to be a successful lawyer. I want to see 
change in the world. We have so much corruption in this country and I want 

justice for all. The world needs healing and as a lawyer I believe I can 
contribute to the healing. I want to graduate in record time and obtain my 
honours degree. I want to walk on the stage in Callie Human10 with pride and 

with the sounds of cheering and clapping from my father and my mother 
ululating.   

My number one aim is to make my parents proud. They are my life and heart. 
Being at university has made me strong, independent and I have grown into 
this independent strong person who sees light at the end of the tunnel. My faith 

in God increased and I live in hope, faith and love. I believe in my heart that my 
future is bright. 

My message to everyone is, NEVER GIVE UP. 

The mottos that inspire me on a daily basis are:  

‘FORWARD EVER, BACKWARDS NEVER’ and ‘THE SKY IS THE LIMIT’!!! 

********************************* 

 

Chasing the dream 

I am just another average young man you would meet every day, but inside me 
LIVES a dream. To describe my life, I would say it is full of sunshine, rainbows, 

and wonderful sounds of birds singing on a lovely spring morning. There is 
nothing that can deprive me of my happiness. Life’s challenges and stressors? 
That’s okay. I handle them like I would handle a slight breeze to my face. 

However, once in a while, a storm comes into my life, the sun disappears, the 
clouds turn dark, and the wind blows me off my feet. Fear sets in. The fear of a 

dying dream. But I know a place to hide in. It’s not very far… It’s the Francois 
Retief Building: Medical Faculty. If I were Alice, this place would be my 
wonderland. 

The sound of footsteps and happy laughter echoing from the foyer becomes 
music to my ears. Here I can absorb the environment and let it absorb me. The 

dream inside of me is, thus, awakened. After many minutes, sometimes hours, 
I know I am ready to face the world again, because the storm is over, the clouds 

                                                
10 Venue on the UFS Bloemfontein campus where graduations take place.  
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have faded, the sun is shining, and, most importantly, my dream has been 
recalled back to life. 

Having a dream is easy: anyone in fact can do it. The hardest part is keeping 
the dream alive no matter what. 

I’m a BSc student and this is my dream: TO ONE DAY BE A DOCTOR! 

********************************* 

 

 

Advice for the students to come 

University is not only about academics, it is also a time in your life to find 

yourself, to grow, actually it is the beginning of your life. It’s that year when you 
have arrived at university from a place that has been home for years. The new 
chapter in your life is swiftly sweeping at your ankles, the atmosphere of this 

new place is in your face full of life, possibility, success and prosperity. That 
time of the year you meet new people, some of them with the attitude of high 
school and the most frequent question you will be asked is, what are you 

studying? And, the most annoying command or statement you will probably 
hear is "tell us about yourself". Sometimes you won’t have a proper answer but 
it is okay, it is okay not to know what to tell them, you will figure it out as time 

goes on. The question you should ask yourself is "what do I intend to achieve?" 
Set your own goals. Sometimes you won’t reach those goals but although they 
are goals, they are also a continuous reminder of how you haven't reached 

your goals, unfortunately these goals will also sometimes be proof of how slow 
you are moving. But you should not worry because Bruce-Lee once said "a goal 
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is not always meant to be reached, it is often serves as something to aim at". I 
urge you to live as much as you can but keep in mind your priorities, morals 

and principles. Make yourself proud and be honest not only to others but to 
yourself too. Be your number one fan, it’s not everyone that will like what you 
are doing and it’s not everyone that will appreciate you. Appreciate, value and 

encourage yourself through the hard times because hard times are going to 
come, it will get harder as you elevate, the work will sometimes feel 
unbearable. Funding might be a headache and give you chest pains. You 

should by all means keep yourself informed about who to go to for what 
information because some people use the excuse "I didn't know". Ignorance 
and innocence are different. Lastly, I advise you to get a mentor, I didn't have 

the opportunity to get one and if I did I would have tackled some things 
differently. Never be afraid to ask. 

********************************* 
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During my first year I didn’t know what to expect from the enabling success 

project, when I heard about the project I became interested because I am from 
a township high school. The project is one of the things I am most grateful for. 
The enabling success project has groomed me, and I have learned a lot about 

myself and the potential I instil. The project helped me grow in the best possible 
way, activities like writing about our first day in university, that is when you 
really get the chance to actually sit down and think about things that you 
wouldn’t have thought about and that they actually matter.  

My fellow research participants grew on me in such a way that I actually 
consider them my family and the stories we share give us the hope that we are 

not alone in the struggle. So many of us share similar problems as students and 
in that way we encourage each other, give each other hope and advice. The 
vouchers we received from the workshop had such a huge impact in that they 

helped me in such a way that I could buy textbooks and stationery from the 
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book store on campus. In addition, the food is always lovely; we are catered 
for as if we are VIPs. I always attend the workshops because it feels like home 

away from home. There is so much love and joy at the workshops that when the 
time comes for us to separate it becomes sad. Coming to varsity and not being 
involved in a lot of activities, enabling success made me feel at home. I am 

grateful for having been afforded the opportunity to be one of the research 
participants.  

********************************* 

 

 

 

One of the best things that happened to me was joining this project. The people 

I’ve met in the project are like family because we listen to each other, we 
discuss. BSc students are more focused on facts, but when you go to the 
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workshop you find many students who think very differently, there are fresh 
ideas. It is like when we are there we forget that this one is studying political 

science, this one law, this one BSc. You just find people who are there to listen 
to what you have to say. It is people with a common goal – to make higher 
education better for the next generation, to better the lives of high school 

learners. It is like de-briefing, and it is the best thing that has ever happened to 
me. I like the fact that the project leader doesn’t assume that because she has 
a PhD that we should all listen to her, she listens to what you have to say. I wish 

the project could go on further. It is a great experience.  Without the project I 
wouldn’t have made friends. The first people I spoke to in my first year were 
students from the project. Participating has been a blessing.  

********************************* 

 

As I emerged into the scene of varsity life everything about me just changed 
and felt like I was lost, but I was lucky to find the enabling success group which 
I committed myself to as a joke. The group confronted me and made me aware 

of varsity life. I learned to interact with other students through the enabling 
success project and that is where I made a lot of friends at first. Together with 
other students we shared our academic problems and tried to find the possible 

solutions for all. Particularly important for me was how we advised one another 
on study skills and how to overcome academic problems.  

********************************* 

 

At first participating in the project was more or less an extra mural activity for 
me. But, as time went by I realised that this is not just about an activity for my 
extra time but in a sense allows me to understand the broad context of 

research and group work and interaction between the two. It also enhances 
my skills and development of being a 21st century student by exposing me to 
different topics and dismantling my stereotyped thoughts of being a law 

student who concerns himself with only the law.  

About myself I have learnt that I can work with other people and that almost 

everyone is willing to share and also hear out other people’s views.  

********************************* 
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In institutions of higher learning such as university everyone is busy – hectic 

schedules, test weeks, a dozen and one assignments to submit – the list is 
endless. It becomes hard for one to ever make time for anything. Take me for 
instance; I even forget that I have to eat. Everyone has their own cliques and 

gangs. It’s a universe of careers. From lawyers and their constitutions to 
accountants and their numbers. Everyone speaks their own language and it’s 
just too hard for everyone to listen to and engage with other people.  

However the enabling success project brings us together as different as we 
are. This project goes deep to the roots of what make us one. What we all have 

in common and why we are here. I never believed that I would meet such 
phenomenal people outside my biotechnology lab. Here we came together as 
a community in the project, I forget about accountants, I forget about lawyers, 

teachers, politicians and scientists. I see someone who is just like me, a 
student with goals and visions for the future. The past 2 years of the project 
have drawn us closer to one another. It has helped me realise that yes I might 

be different and studying a different course, but that doesn’t separate my 
struggles and stories from those of other people. The battle is the same - time 
management, finances, frustrating test weeks and more.  

As I have said, we all busy, and we have our hectic schedules. No one has time 
to listen to my goals and future aspirations. But, on the project, my voice can 

be heard. Every time we meet for workshops or for interviews it feels like that 
huge gasp of air one takes after swimming for a while. It’s the best moment 
ever. We get to laugh together, play together, eat together. All in all we are 

brought together. For a minute I forget about “life”. I enjoy the reality here more 
than the reality outside the project.  

In first year, I came to university as an introverted person – no friends, just me. 
The first nice people I met were the people I met on this project, which I am 
grateful for.  This project is a major “debrief” where one can just cast their 

dreams and goals and frustrations without the fear of being looked at in a weird 
way.  I have learnt to break away from my shell and reach out to other people, 
and also lend a helping hand to those in need.  

********************************* 
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********************************* 

 

 

For more information about this project, please contact Merridy Wilson-Strydom at 

wilsonstrydommg@ufs.ac.za  or see https://enablingsuccessblog.wordpress.com. 



 
  

 

IN OUR OWN 
WORDS

PERSPECTIVES ON 
BEING A STUDENT

This short book was written by a group of 30 undergraduate 
students at the University of the Free State (UFS) in 
Bloemfontein, South Africa who have been participating in a 
larger longitudinal research project – the Enabling Success 
Project – that set out to understand the lives and well-being 
of students who started their studies at the Bloemfontein 
Campus in 2014. 

Rather than presenting an analysis of all the information that 
has been generated through the project, with examples here 
and there of student voices, this book presents the students’ 
voices themselves – in their own words. 

The stories are deeply personal, but also speak to student 
experiences more broadly and it is likely that many students 
in our universities could attach their names to the stories, 
or to elements of various stories. In this way, we hope that 
the collection of stories included here provides the reader 
with a window through which they can experience the lives of 
students at the present time.

IN
 O

U
R

 O
W

N
 W

O
R

D
S

: P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

IV
E

S
 O

N
 B

E
IN

G
 A

 S
T

U
D

E
N

T


	Front cover
	Copyright, editor and authors 
	Table of contents
	Acknowledgements
	Intoduction: The Enabling Success Project
	1. Funding: Hardship and joy
	2. Navigating the learning environment
	3. Confronting language dynamics
	Language can be a barrier to learning
	A dual language system of teaching and learning, a UFS condition

	4. Student life
	On being a first-year student
	Beauty of University
	Relationships
	A student in a foreign place
	The University
	The Future begins now!
	The story of a non-social student who is always online, on social media or studying
	A visit to another planet
	Friendship

	5. Politics and transformation
	Moferere notes with concern, the anti-BLACK stance of South Africanuniversities
	Two student’s interviewing each other about transformation

	6. Sources of inspiration
	Inspired to Inspire
	God, family and law
	The Archer
	The teacher that needed to be taught how to teach
	Letter to my academic advisor

	7. Personal development
	8. Aspirations
	Chasing the dream
	Advice for the students to come

	9. Creating spaces for belonging
	Back cover


 
 
    
   HistoryItem_V1
   PageSizes
        
     Action: Make all pages the same size
     Scale: Scale width and height equally
     Rotate: Clockwise if needed
     Size: 5.827 x 8.268 inches / 148.0 x 210.0 mm
      

        
     AllSame
     1
            
       D:20160915100711
       595.2756
       a5
       Blank
       419.5276
          

     Tall
     1
     0
     0
     747
     289
     qi3alphabase[QI 3.0/QHI 3.0 alpha]
     None
     Uniform
            
                
         1
         AllDoc
         40
              

       CurrentAVDoc
          

      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0c
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

        
     0
     69
     68
     69
      

   1
  

    
   HistoryItem_V1
   Nup
        
     Create a new document
     Trim unused space from sheets: no
     Allow pages to be scaled: no
     Margins: left 14.17, top 14.17, right 14.17, bottom 14.17 points
     Horizontal spacing (points): 14.1732 
     Vertical spacing (points): 14.1732 
     Crop style 1, width 0.30, length 8.50, distance 8.50 (points)
     Add frames around each page: no
     Sheet size: 8.268 x 11.693 inches / 210.0 x 297.0 mm
     Sheet orientation: tall
     Layout: rows 1 down, columns 0 across
     Align: centre
      

        
     14.1732
     8.5039
     8.5039
     1
     Corners
     0.2999
     ToFit
     0
     0
     0
     1
     0.7000
     0
     14.1732 
     1
     14.1732
     1
            
       D:20160921102241
       841.8898
       a4
       Blank
       595.2756
          

     Tall
     961
     275
    
    
     14.1732
     C
     0
            
       CurrentAVDoc
          

     14.1732
     0
     2
     1
     0
     14.1732 
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0c
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

   1
  

 HistoryList_V1
 qi2base





