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Abstract—Entering the higher education environment is
problematic for most students, but even more so for first-
generation learners who have more challenges to face. Due
to changes in student characteristics and the need to
accommodate a more diverse student body, conventional
teaching methods have lost its favour. The primary objective
of this study was to identify first-generation learners’
perceptions of collaborative learning. A descriptive survey
design was used and data were collected through
questionnaires following a quantitative approach. Data
were collected from 220 Hospitality Financial Management

students registered at the Tshwane University of Technology.

Descriptive data analysis was conducted. Most of the first-
generation students had a positive attitude towards the
collaborative learning exercise and perceived it to have
contributed to their learning experience. They expressed a
preference to work in a group. While the first-generation
students had difficulty with the interaction aspects of the
collaborative exercises, this could be attributed to the
diversity of the group. Higher education institutions should
establish ways to enrich the experience and increase success
rate of first generation students.
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. INTRODUCTION

The global tertiary environment has changed
considerably over the last decade due to student
populations becoming more diverse. Success and pass
rates are under constant scrutiny at universities, as many
universities receive a subsidy from government based on
their pass rates.

Poor pass rates influence the subsidy of universities
negatively therefore the pressure to increase pass rates is
immense. This issue becomes even more complex once
the challenges of first-generation learners are added to the
mix. The number of first-generation learners on university
campuses is on the increase [1]-[3] and their situation
presents unique conditions and obstacles [4].

Access to higher education in Africa is not without
barriers. People from disadvantaged social backgrounds
in most African countries face a range of obstacles. In
South  Africa these obstacles include inadequate
preparation in subjects such as mathematics and science,
as well as a language competency that implies an inability
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to understand the language of instruction at Higher
Education institutions [5].

Conventional teaching has become less popular [6] as
the younger generation seeks flexibility with regard to
new experiences. They expect to move from project to
project with a sense of urgency, which means that they
care only about today with no concern for the future [7].
Due to the change in student characteristics it has become
imperative to investigate different teaching techniques to
determine which methods will ensure quality education.
The higher education environment is seen as a crucial
provider of human capital that has more generic
competencies with the capability to solve problems, good
interpersonal skills and the ability to communicate
effectively. Due to high global competitiveness, business
employers are putting more emphasis on generic student
competencies during recruitment compared to specific
knowledge in their chosen field. In the long term it is
envisaged that candidates with generic student
competencies will be more productive [8].

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. First-generation Students

First-generation students are defined either as students
whose parents have no education after high school [9] or
as students of parents who have not graduated from a
tertiary institution [3], [10]. Kim [11] adds that these
students are the first in their families to attend college.
First-generation students are often termed as non-
traditional students, minority students, low-income
students or English second-language students [12].

Students, in general, find tertiary education difficult
and struggle to adjust to the new environment when they
embark on university education. First-generation learners
may have additional disadvantages [3], such as low-—
income status [1], [13]-[15] serious financial problems
[16]-[18], non-existent parental curricular involvement
[15], inadequate preparation for higher education [10],
[14] and limited support from families [19]. First-
generation students are more likely to have to work to pay
their tuition fees [3], [10], [15], [20] and are more likely
to experience personal and family-related stress [15] that
could lead to traumatic stress and even depression [3],
[19].

First-generation students tend to be less engaged in
educationally  purposeful  activities, have fewer
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experiences on college campuses and attain lower levels
of learning [11]. As they tend to have lower levels of a
sense of belonging and satisfaction [3] they often need
counselling to ensure academic functioning and
adjustment to student life [21]. These students are less
likely to complete a bachelor’s degree [15], [18] or they
take longer to complete the qualification [17]. While they
often experience feelings of guilt for surpassing their
family and friends, this could further influence their
adjustment to university life [22].

Keeping the above factors in mind, it is easy to form
the perception that these students should be ‘found’ and
‘rescued’. However these students take action to ensure
that their needs are met by Higher Education institutions
if they are not attuned to their needs. All first-generation
students should not be seen as previously disadvantaged.
Higher education institutions should rather identify the
vulnerable students and provide them with additional
support to enable them to fit into the existing system [12].

B. Collaborative Learning

Evidence suggests that students working in small
groups outperform their counterparts in areas such as
knowledge development, thinking skills, social skills and
course satisfaction. Small-group learning could take the
form of collaborative learning, co-operative learning,
problem-based learning, team-based learning, peer
instruction and peer tutoring [23].

Collaborative learning occurs when students work
together in groups [23]. Collaborative learning can also
be defined as “an instruction method in which students at
various performance levels work together in small groups
toward a common goal” with students learning from one
another through interaction [24]. In collaborative learning
students have to interact with learning tools and other
students to express and conceptualise their viewpoints
[25], exchange ideas, share perspectives and utilise
previous experience to decide on the best solution to a
problem [26]. Theorists such as Vygotski [27], [28] Kelly
[29] and Polanyi [30] had inputs into collaborative
learning. Collaborative learning was already employed at
school level in the 1970s by Britton [31] and Barnes and
Todd [32].

Traditionally higher education has been associated with
discipline-specific knowledge [33] which can no longer
be the main focus. Generic student competencies refer to
college student qualities and capabilities involving
complex cognitive processes such as analytical reasoning,
critical  thinking, problem-solving and effective
communication skills [8]. In- class learning experiences
have a significant influence on developing generic student
competencies and student achievement [8]. Active
learning, in-class interaction and in-class student-lecturer
interaction develop students’ communication skills [34],
[35], higher-order thinking [34], learning skills,
leadership, problem-solving [36] and teamwork [35].

The peer climate of co-operative learning enhances
problem-solving skills as well as communication and
interpersonal skills [37]. Co-operative learning among
peers can be an alternative to lecturer-student interaction,
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especially at universities where students are not willing to
have meaningful out-of class interaction with lecturers [8].

I11. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

A. Research Design

For this study a descriptive survey design that followed
a quantitative approach was used. An existing
questionnaire, developed and tested by Capdeferro and
Romero [38], was used to collect data. The first section of
the questionnaire contained demographic information.
The second section, which was adapted from the
standardised questionnaire of Capdeferro and Romero
[38], consisted of 6 questions relating to students’
experience of collaborative learning. A 5-point Likert
scale was used to score in this section. Attitude was
determined in the third section using a 5-point Likert
scale, with options ranging from strongly disagree to
strongly agree. Nine questions on the Task were asked in
Section 4; 4 questions on interaction in section 5; 3 on the
process in section 6; 2 on the results in section 7; and 2
questions on frustration in section 8. This paper reports
only on the results of the Attitude and Interaction sections.
The questionnaire was self-administered. It was uploaded
on survey-monkey with a link being emailed to
participants. Students, who voluntarily completed it,
submitted it anonymously by clicking the submit link.
The advantages of this method are a quick response
period and sufficient time for the participant to consider
the answers [39]. The questionnaire tried to establish
students’ perceptions of the collaborative learning
intervention exercise they had participated in. The
population comprised Tshwane University of Technology
(TUT) students who had registered for Hospitality
Financial Management 1 in 2016. The purpose of the
study was to determine the quality of the experience by
Hospitality Financial Management 1 students who
participated in collaborative learning classes. All the
students that met the requirements were included in the
study (n=220). A total of 207 completed questionnaires
were returned.

Data were entered on Microsoft Excel and exported to
SPSS. Descriptive  data-analysis techniques were
employed to analyse the results. Ethically correct
behaviour was adhered to with all participants being
treated with respect and dignity as well as courtesy, and
their privacy was respected. Participation was voluntary.
Confidentiality, privacy and anonymity of respondents
were ensured through coding and the use of survey-
monkey to collect data. The project received ethical
clearance from the Central Ethics Committee of TUT.

IV. RESULTS

Students”  perceptions of their attitude during
collaborative learning activities is presented in Table |

It is clear from the results in Table | that most students
had a positive perception of the collaborative exercises.
Most of the students (47.9%) either strongly disagreed
(18.4%) or disagreed (29.5%) that they preferred to do
class activities alone. The students were less divided
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when they had to indicate whether they preferred doing
homework activities alone. Students were positive about
the extent to which group activities made an important
contribution to their learning experience. Thirty-eight per
cent agreed and 31.9% strongly agreed that it enhanced
their learning experience. More students agreed (30.4%)
and strongly agreed (34.3%) that they learned more when
working in a group compared to those who disagreed
(11.6%) and strongly disagreed (7.2%).

TABLE I.  STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR ATTITUDE DURING
COLLABORATIVE LEARNING ACTIVITIES
g > O [} 3 >
= O @ © 5] (=] o o
3 59| 2 S < 5
8 n T [a) 5 n
I prefertodoclass | n 38 61 37 30 24
activities alone.
% 18.4 29.5 17.9 145 11.6
| prefer to do n 27 60 29 43 31
homework
activities alone. % 13 29 14 208 15
| prefer to do all n 31 67 30 37 24
learning/studying 0
activities alone. % 15 324 14.5 17.9 11.6
The activities n 11 10 24 79 66
carried out in the 0
group made an % 5.3 4.8 11.6 38.2 319
important
contribution to my
learning
experience.
I learn more when n 15 24 17 63 71
working in a .
group than when | % 72 11.6 8.2 304 | 343
work alone.

The results on students’ perceptions of interaction
during collaborative learning is presented in Table II.

TABLE Il. STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS REGARDING INTERACTION
DURING COLLABORATIVE LEARNING
_E > @ < 8 >
=4 e £ ° 3 =X
— cC o o (5] — cC o
5 cg| 8 |8 |2 | g2
4] HhT| A S &
o 2
Not everyone in my n 8 29 38 81 31
group knew how to
communicate ideas % 39 14 184 | 391 | 150
and opinions clearly.
It bothers me when n 6 14 14 88 65
group members do not 0
respond to my % 2.9 6.8 6.8 | 425 | 314
communication.
It is hard to maintain n 16 50 34 65 22
smooth and continual
contact with members | %0 7.7 242 | 164 | 314 | 106
of my group.
The language used in n 31 77 31 31 16
electronic
communications leads | % 15 372 15 15 7
to misunderstandings.
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Most students either agreed (39%) or strongly agreed
(15%) that not everyone in their group knew how to
communicate ideas and opinions clearly. It bothered most
students (42.5% and (31.4%) when group members did
not respond to their communication. Most students either
agreed (31.4%) or strongly agreed (10.6%) that it was
hard to maintain smooth and continual contact with
members of their group. The language used in electronic
communications did not seem to present a problem to
most students.

A. Discussion of Results

The results showed that most of the students had a
positive perception of the collaborative exercises which
were mainly group activities. The literature shows that
first-generation learners prefer to participate in learning
communities [3], [40]. During the collaborative exercises
constant mentoring was done by the lecturer as well as by
a student assistant. Payne [41] documents that first-
generation learners benefit from constant mentoring while
Owens et al. [42] report that active engagement with role
models improves first-generation learning. Diverse
teaching methods such as those used during this
collaborative learning process assists learners in
developing self-efficacy and self-perception [19] as well
as improving learning [42].

Students did not experience interaction as positively as
their attitude reveals. Most students had difficulty with
communication and making contact. These could be
attributed to the diversity of the students in the group
activities of the collaborative learning exercises. Students
from different language and cultural backgrounds have
difficulty understanding and communicating with one
another. According to Mdepa and Tshiwula [5] a diverse
student body is one in which a number of different
cultures are represented and students from any of the 11
different South African official languages are included. It
is crucial to gain an understanding of how to harness
student diversity in terms of access, participation and
social cohesion.

V.CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Lecturers at universities should try to gain a better
understanding of the barriers and problems faced by first-
generation students. This will improve retention of first-
generation students, achieve higher graduation rates as
well as ensuring the development and preparation of well-
equipped students who have the skills required by
industry. This is especially true for South African higher
education institutions where access to higher education
for a diverse student population should be facilitated.
Universities should engage with first-generation learners
to determine ways not only to support these students, but
also to determine the best teaching methods and practices
to assist students from diverse backgrounds. Creative
approaches such as participation in collaborative learning
should be used to motivate first-generation students who
should be mentored. This will ensure that graduates have
the necessary generic competency skills which will
improve their employability.



(1]

(2]

(3]

(4]

(5]

(6]

[7]

(8]

(]

[10]

[11]

[12]

[13]

[14]

[15]

[16]

[17]

(18]

[19]

[20]

[21]

International Journal of Learning and Teaching Vol. 5, No. 2, June 2019

REFERENCES

J. Engle and V. Tinto, Moving Beyond Access: College Success
for Low-income, First Generation Students, Washington, DC: The
Pell Institute, 2008.

A. Gofen, “Family capital: How first-generation higher education
students break the intergenerational cycle,” Fam. Relat., vol. 58,
pp. 104-120, 2009.

M. J. Stebleton, K. M. Soria, and R. L. Huesman, “First-
Generation students' sense of belonging, mental health, and use of
counselling services at public research universities,” J. Coll.
Couns., vol. 17, pp. 6-20, 2014.

M. C. Atherton, “Academic preparedness of first generation
college students: Different perspectives,” J. Col. Dev., vol. 55, no.
8, pp. 824-829, 2014.

W. Mdepa and L. Tshiwula, “Student diversity in South African
higher education,” Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning,
vol. 13, no. 1, pp. 19-33, 2012.

P. L. Machemer and P. Crawford, “Student perceptions and active
learning in a large cross-disciplinary classroom,” Act. Learn. High.
Educ., pp. 9-30, 2007.

S. Richardson, ““Generation Y’s perceptions and attitudes towards
a career in tourism and hospitality’,” J. Hum. Resour. Hosp. Tour.,
vol. 9, pp. 179-199, 2010.

B. K. Choi and B. S. Rhee, “The influence of student engagement,
institutional mission and cooperative learning climate on the
generic competency development of Korean undergraduate
students,” High. Educ., vol. 67, pp. 1-18, 2014.

S. A. Dumais and A. Ward, “Cultural capital and first-generation
college success,” Poetics, vol. 38, no. 3, pp. 245-265, 2010.

R. Jehangir, “Stories as knowledge: Bringing the lived experience
of first-generation college students into the academy,” Urb. Educ.,
vol. 45, no. 4, pp. 533-553, 2010.

E. Kim, “The characteristics and experiences of first-generation
college students,” Korean. Educ. Rev., vol. 16, no. 2, pp. 103-123,
2010.

L. Heymann and R. Carolissen, “The concept of ‘first-generation
student' in the literature: Implications for South African higher
education,” SA. J. High. Educ., vol. 25, no. 7, pp. 1378-1396,
2011.

E. Blackwell and P. Pinder, “What are the motivational factors of
first-generation minority college students who overcome their
family histories to pursue higher education?” Col. St. J., vol. 1, no.
12, pp. 45-56, 2014.

P. B. Thayer. (2000). Retention of students from first generation
and low income backgrounds. Opportunity Outlook. 8 [Online].
Available: http://www.trioprograms.org/clearinghouse

T. G. Wilbur and V. J. Roscigno, “First generation disadvantage
and college enrolment/completion,” Socius, vol. 2, pp. 1-11, 2016.
M. Bergman, J. P. K. Cross, M. Berry, and B. Shick, “If life
happened but a degree didn’t: Examining factors that impact adult
student persistence,” J. Contin. High. Educ., vol. 62, no. 2, pp. 90-
101, 2014.

S. Choi. (2001). Students whose parents did not go to college:
Postsecondary access, persistence and attainment (NCES 2001-
126). [Online]. Available:
hhtp:/nces.ed.gov/pubs2001/2001126.pdf

M. Hirudayaraj, “First generation students in higher education:
Issues of employability in a knowledge based economy,” J. Workf.
Educ. Dev., vol. 3, pp. 1-10, 2011.

P. Williams, 2016. Unique barriers faced by first generation adult
learners. Walden Dissertations and doctoral studies. Walden
University. [Online]. Available:
http://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=4013
&context=dissertations

C. Conway, Implementing engagement improvements through
targeted interventions: Intervention processes, impacts and
implications. Toronto: Higher Education Quality Council of
Ontario, Final Report, 2010.

J. A. Lippincott and N. German, “From blue collar to ivory tower:
counselling first-generation, working class students,” in Special
Populations in College Counselling: A Handbook for Mental
Health Professionals, J. A. Lippincott and R. B. Lippincorr, Eds.,
Alexandria, VA: American Counselling Association, 2007, pp, 89-
98.

© 2019 International Journal of Learning and Teaching

[22]

(23]

[24]

[25]

[26]

[27]

(28]

[29]
(30]

[31]
(32]

(33]

(34]

(39]

(36]

(371

(38]

(39]

[40]

[41]

[42]

[43]

R. Covarrubias and S. A. Fryberg, “Movin’ on up (to college):
First- generation college students’ experiences with family
achievement guilt,” Cult. Divers. Ethn. Min., vol. 21, no. 3, pp.
420-429, 2015.

N. Davidson and C. H. Major, “Boundary crossings: cooperative
learning, collaborative learning, and problem-based learning,” J.
Excel. Col. Teach., vol. 25, no. 3-4, pp. 7-55, 2014.

C. Westbrook, “Online collaborative learning in health care
education,” Eur. J. Open. Dist. E-learn., no. 2, 2012.

V. John-Steiner and H. Mahn, “Sociocultural approaches to
learning and development: A vygotskian framework,” Educ.
Psychol., vol. 31, no. 3, p. 15, 1996.

S. Dewiyanti, S. Brand-Gruwel, W. Jochems, and N. J. Broers,
“Students”  experiences with  collaborative learning in
asynchronous ~ computer-supported  collaborative  learning
environments,” Comp. Hum. Behav., vol. 23, pp. 496-514, 2007.

L. S. Vygotsky, Thought and Language, Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, Boundary Crossings, vol. 55, 1962.

L. S. Vygotsky, Mind in Society, Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1978.

G. A. Kelly, The Psychology of Personal Constructs, 1955.

M. Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-critical
Philosophy, Chicago, IL. The University of Chicago Press, 1958.
J. Britton, Language and Learning, Baltimore, MD: Penguin, 1973.
D. Barnes and F. Todd, Communication and Learning in Small
Groups, Oxford, England: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977.

D. Nusche. (2008). Assessment of learning outcomes in higher
education: A comparative review of selected practices OECD
Education working paper, No 15. Paris; OECD. [Online].
Available: http://www.redalyc.org/html/1794/179420818004/

H. S. Yu, J. W. Ko, and H. N. Lim, “Examining learning
experiences influencing on the communication skills and high-
order thinking skills,” J. Educ. Admin., vol. 29, no. 4, pp. 319-337,
2011.

B. S. Rhee and J. Choi, “Analysing influences on the perceived
development of core competencies of college students: A
multilevel approach,” J. Korean. Educ., vol. 35, no. 2, pp. 243-266,
2008.

A. Kim and B. S. Rhee, “An analytic study of identifying personal
and institutional influences on the perceived development of core
competencies of college students,” J. Korean. Educ., vol. 30, no. 1,
pp. 367-392, 2003.

L. Oseguera and B. S. Rhee, “The influence of institutional
retention climates on student persistence to degree completion: A
multilevel approach,” Res. High. Educ., vol. 50, no. 6, pp. 546—
569, 2009.

N. Capdeferro and M. Romero, “Are online learners frustrated
with collaborative learning experiences?” Int. Rev. Res. Open.
Distrib. Learn., vol. 13, no. 2, 2012.

P. Lietz, “Research into questionnaire design. A summary of the
literature,” Int. J. Market. Res., vol. 52, no. 2, pp. 249-272, 2010.
P. J. McConnell, “What community colleges should do to assist
first generation students,” Community. Col. Rev., vol. 28, pp. 75-
87, 2000.

K. A. Payne, “First generation college students: Their challenges
and the advising strategies that can help,” The mentor: An Acad
Adv J, vol. 9, no. 1, 2007.

D. Owens, K. Lacey, G. Rawls, and J. A. Holbert-Quince, “First-
generation African American male college students: implications
for career counsellors,” Career Dev Q, vol. 58, no. 4, pp. 291-300,
2010.

V. C. McKay and J. Estrella, “First-Generation Student success:
The role of faculty interaction in service learning courses,”
Commun. Educ, vol. 57, no. 3, pp. 356-372, 2008.

Joseph R. Roberson was born on 08/01/1966 in Middelburg Eastern
Cape South Africa. After completing school he successfully completed

the following qualifications;

NDip FSM, Hospitality, Technikon

Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa, 1989; NHDip FSM, Hospitality,
Technikon Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa, 1994; MBL, Management,
Unisa, Pretoria, South Africa, 2007; DTech F&B, Hospitality, TUT,
Pretoria, South Africa. 2014; Vocational Teaching Diploma, Education,
Haaga Heilia University, 2017.

He was employed as a restaurant manager by ISTORES (1989 — 1991).
From 1991 he worked as a Lecturer at Technikon Northern Transvaal
until 1996. He became a Senior Lecturer from 1996 at Technikon



International Journal of Learning and Teaching Vol. 5, No. 2, June 2019

Northern Gauteng and later at Tshwane University of Technology. He
co-authored the following articles: African Journal of Hospitality,
Tourism and Leisure, 4 (1) 2015: "Restaurateurs' perceptions of location
and design"; International Journal of Social Science, 49 (3): 2016:
"Benchmarking in Independent Full-service Restaurants"; Journal of
Problems and Perspectives in Management 15(2): 2017: "Barriers to the
practice of benchmarking in South African restaurants"

Professor 1.C. Kleynhans were born on 20/02/1967 in Pretoria,
Gauteng, South Africa. She obtained the following post graduate

© 2019 International Journal of Learning and Teaching 154

qualifications; M Tech Food and Nutrition, Nutrition, Technikon
Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa, in 1995; D Tech Food and Nutrition,
Nutrition, Technikon Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa, in 2003.

She have been teaching for 28 years and have successfully supervised 4
Doctorate and 13 Master degree students. She have authored and co-
authored 12 papers in peer reviewed accredited journals and have
presented over 20 papers at national and international conferences and
she has also been a recipient of research grants from the NRF. Her
research interest is in hospitality management and nutrition.





