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Introduction
South African universities face a distinct imperative to forge new pathways for student 
success that are inclusive, and transformative; as well as responsive, and relevant 
(Wilson-Strydom, 2015). To this end, new holistic ways of thinking about student support 
must be embraced (Bangeni et al., 2023; Torres et al., 2019; Schreiber, 2014; Sithaldeen 
& Van Pletzen, 2022; Wildschut & Luescher, 2023) and there must be acknowledgement 
that student success is shaped both in the classroom and beyond it. Students come to 
university with many needs that can impact on their prospects of achieving successful 
academic outcomes (Kuh et al., 2006; Maslow, 1978; Strayhorn, 2018; Tinto, 1997). 
Meeting these needs has traditionally been the mandate of student affairs staff, who 
offer a range of co-curricular services including academic advising (AA) (Schreiber, 2014). 
Co-curricular initiatives provide safe spaces for students to connect with others, share 
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experiences, and build support networks (Bowman & Rosser, 2019); and the informal 
nature of such programming means it can be adapted quickly to meet emerging student 
needs (Schreiber, 2014). However, the perceived informality of such provision can also 
promote a less than academically rigorous mindset and undermine efforts to produce 
scholarship on the practices adopted. The problem here is that, in the absence of proper 
scholarship, it becomes difficult to share sound practices and furnish empirical evidence 
of how and why impacts are achieved which is required to promote institutional 
investment in effective strategies.

In this context, scholars have called for student affairs professionals to prioritise 
producing credible, evidence-based scholarship so that the efforts undertaken can be 
more effective and the profession can move forward (Luescher et al., 2023; Madiba, 
2022; Schreiber, 2014; Wildschut & Luescher, 2023). This call has particular relevance 
for the practice of academic advising which has begun to take root in Africa (Ogude et 
al., 2012; Strydom et al., 2016; Fussy, 2018), since this is a relatively new field in South 
Africa, and there has been only limited research into academic advising initiatives and 
their effectiveness (Tiroyabone & Strydom, 2021). While there is an understanding that 
academic advising is a useful practice (Nayager & de Klerk et al., 2024), there remains 
a need for evidence-based approaches that will lead to intentional, structured and 
coherent set of policies and actions that are sustainable over time (de Klerk & Dison, 
2022 and references therein) in relation to this practice. Credible research entails 
meeting standards of academic rigour (Kreber, 2003) so that the knowledge that is 
produced can withstand scrutiny and may form the basis for the work of others in the 
field (Brew, 2001). 

Rigor refers to the meticulousness, consistency, and transparency of the research process, 
ensuring that the findings accurately reflect the phenomenon being studied. This includes 
meeting the standards of credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability of 
the research findings. (Kalpokas, 2024) 

To achieve rigour, researchers must apply systematic and disciplined methods, such 
as careful coding of data and consistent documentation of themes. Transparency in 
qualitative research entails clear, detailed, and explicit documentation of all stages 
of the research process. It further entails researchers making their work available to 
be scrutinised, critiqued, and improved upon, thereby contributing to the ongoing 
development of knowledge in their field (Kalpokas, 2024).

Against this background, this article describes the design of an academic advising 
intervention that draws on the principles of action research (Lewin, 1948; Stewart, 
2024) and grounded theory analysis (Chun Tie et al., 2019) to produce a programme 
that enables students to develop or enhance capabilities that empower them to meet 
challenges faced in their academic lives. The present study proposes that the intentional 
and structured approach of this programme comes close to meeting the standards of 
academic rigour, producing results that are actually representative of the participants’ 
experiences; featuring clear, logical, dependable documentation of the design process; 
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and allowing for evidence-based confirmation of the findings. The approach adopted 
also allows for transparency (Kalpokas, 2024).

What is academic advising?

Academic advising, based in the teaching and learning mission of higher education, 
is a series of intentional interactions with a curriculum, a pedagogy and a set of 
student learning outcomes. Academic advising synthesizes and contextualizes students’ 
educational experiences within the frameworks of their aspirations, abilities and lives to 
extend learning beyond campus boundaries and timeframes. (NACADA, 2024) 

Academic advising (AA) initiatives offer a form of accessible, holistic support that can 
address the academic, mental-health and social needs of students (Nayager & de Klerk, 
2024; Chiteng Kot, 2014; Swecker et al., 2013; Young-Jones et al., 2013) and can help 
students to curate an individual support experience. As such, AA can play a significant 
role in promoting student retention (Shelton & Yao, 2019; Bean & Eaton, 2002; Kuh et 
al., 2006) and offers opportunities outside the formal curriculum for promoting student 
success – for example by enabling students to draw on African values, such as ubuntu, 
as a means of improving their prospects of success. (Le Grange, 2007; Sithaldeen et al., 
2022). 

In South Africa, it has been stated that the goal of academic advising is “to empower 
students in their learning development process to explore and align their personal, 
academic and career goals” (Siyaphumelela, 2017, p. 4). In this context, the function 
of academic advising is to improve student engagement and conceptual understanding 
(Centre for Teaching and Learning, 2018; Strydom et al., 2017; Tiroyabone & Strydom, 
2021). As a system, academic advising should “contain support mechanisms, structures 
and practices that complement the university’s Teaching and Learning ecosystem” 
(Academic advising framework, University of Cape Town, unpublished). However, in 
order to promote AA as core university business and part of the academic agenda, 
practitioners must be able to point to how research on AA has indicated its effectiveness 
(de Klerk et al., 2021; Van Pletzen et al., 2021; NACADA, 2024). 

Action research as a principle for designing an academic advising 
intervention
Action research (AR) has been widely adopted in the classroom (Cain, 2011; Mertler, 
2021) due to its emphasis on collaboration; practical outcomes; and evidence-based 
continuous improvement (Mertler, 2021). The methodology is cyclical and includes a 
series of steps (Stewart, 2024; George, 2024): 

•	 The first step is to identify the problem or issue that one is trying to solve. This 
requires understanding both the context in which the problem exists, as well as 
its impact on students. 

•	 The next step is to develop a plan to solve the problem. At this point, one 
should also set objectives for the work and describe how achievement of these 
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objectives may be measured. Then an intervention to address the problem is 
designed. 

•	 Then the planned intervention or actions are implemented while 
simultaneously collecting data. 

•	 Then the collected data is analysed, and consideration is given to what worked, 
what did not, and why. The plan is then revised and improved for the next cycle. 

•	 This process is undertaken iteratively to promote continuous improvement.

The AR approach is often used to solve actual problems in real situations and should be 
used when some action, change or improvement on an issue is needed (O’Brien 1998; 
Pain et al., 2019). It therefore represents an ideal approach for designing new academic-
advising interventions that speak to the critical challenges students face.

Deploying grounded theory (GT) analytical techniques in the design 
process
GT is an inductive methodology that provides systematic guidelines for gathering, 
synthesising, analysing and conceptualising qualitative data for the purpose of theory 
construction (Charmaz, 2001; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The aim is to develop theories 
or insights that are grounded in empirical data. The obvious benefit of this is that 
the insights produced are specific to the context, students or challenges under study. 
In addition, Canlas and Karpudewan (2020) propose that GT, by virtue of its strong 
analytical approach, can bolster the validity of a process, furnishing it with academic 
rigour that may otherwise be considered lacking. 

Fundamental to GT is the process of analysing the data, or coding. Chun Tie et al. 
(2019) provide a comprehensive, practical framework for novice researchers so that they 
can conduct grounded theory research. The framework is designed to guide researchers 
through the essential stages of GT analysis and emphasises its iterative and non-linear 
nature. Taken from Chun Tie et al. (2019), the analytics elements of the framework that 
were utilised in the present study in order to develop insights from student feedback 
were:

•	 Purposive sampling: identifying the sample that will help one to answer one’s 
questions.

•	 Data collection: generating or gathering the data from the sample in whatever 
form is appropriate.

•	 Initial coding: breaking down the data into initial codes, identifying key concepts 
that assign meaning to the data.

•	 Intermediate coding: developing core categories and subcategories, relating 
them to each other. Where initial coding breaks up the data, intermediate 
coding starts to bring it together so that the data may generate meaning.

•	 Advanced coding: integrating categories to form cohesive insights /theory.
•	 In addition, there are the iterative elements of:

	♦ Theoretical sensitivity: being sensitive to what is really important to the 
work going forward; and
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	♦ memoing: which is how ideas and reflections are stored throughout the 
process.

The present case study deployed action research, supported by GT analytic techniques, 
to design and evaluate an advising curriculum for academic recovery. In this regard, a key 
aim was to assess whether this methodology for tailoring a ‘fit-for-purpose’ intervention 
would result in an effective activity that built new student capability. Another aim was to 
ascertain whether, through this approach, important standards of academic rigour could 
be met.

The case study
The COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted tertiary education, particularly impacting 
students in transition from high school (Ojo & Onwuegbuzie, 2020). Unlike previous 
cohorts, these students faced an ‘unusual year’ without access to the traditional 
learning communities that foster academic growth and academic capital (Sithaldeen 
et al., 2022). Internal data from students at the UCT under study confirmed that their 
learning processes and journey had been disrupted due to a lack of online infrastructure; 
social isolation; and a loss of support networks, all of which had negatively impacted 
their academic performance and mental well-being, leaving them feeling disadvantaged 
and stigmatised (UCT, 2020, p. 85). Although academic exclusions take place every year, 
there was a dramatic increase in the number of students facing exclusion in 2021 – 
the year after the COVID-19 pandemic arrived in South Africa – prompting the UCT to 
temporarily suspend exclusions and establish interventions to help students get back on 
track. At this time, no specific, structured programmes existed to help students reengage 
with their studies, or at least not at the scale required. Therefore, the challenge was to 
develop suitable support interventions that would address the impacts of the ‘unusual 
year’ and enable academic recovery and retention.

One such intervention was the Phambili programme which was developed by the 
Academic Advising Initiative (AAI) at UCT with the aim of offering advising in support 
of academic recovery to students from all faculties and across all levels of study. Under 
the Phambili programme, a team of professional AAI advisors would train peer advisors 
on how to facilitate group sessions among students and guide them to submit a task at 
the end of each cycle (for more details on this programme, see Sithaldeen et al., 2022). 
However, the programme had to be developed and implemented quickly; and given that 
action research allows for implementation of a solution while investigating the problem 
further and making improvements along the way (George, 2024), this was considered an 
appropriate approach for the design of this programme. 

Planning and objective setting
The overarching aim of the Phambili initiative was to motivate students to reconnect 
with their studies thereby enabling student retention. The Phambili development 
team comprised an academic development practitioner, a clinical social worker, a 
learning experience designer, and a research assistant (all with professional advising 
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qualifications). Once there was clarity about the context of the initiative and its 
objective, the process of planning the intervention began. 

First, there was a drive to source relevant literature and secondary data that would 
help those establishing the programme develop a better understanding of the UCT and 
its students. To this end, secondary student data on the student experiences under 
COVID-19 was sourced from UCT (2020) which provided an overview of the broad range 
of challenges that students had faced during the pandemic. In addition, the programme 
drew on an earlier study of academic advising at UCT (Sithaldeen et al, 2022) that had 
recommended that a strengths-based (Soria & Stubblefield, 2015) academic advising 
curriculum drawing on elements of capability theory (Sen, 1999; Walker & Unterhalter, 
2007; Wilson-Strydom, 2015) would improve students’ outcomes at the UCT. Strengths-
based advising is an approach in academic advising that focuses on identifying and 
leveraging students’ inherent strengths, talents and positive attributes to help them 
achieve their academic and personal goals. Capability theory considers what people 
are able to do and be, highlighting the importance of enhancing individual capabilities 
to ensure a successful life (Soria & Stubblefield, 2015; Sen, 1999; Walker & Unterhalter, 
2007). 

Acting and analysing
In the acting stage of the action research approach, the first programme cycle was 
implemented and the students were asked the following questions:

•	 What would you say were the three biggest challenges that you faced in 
achieving academic success in 2021?

•	 What support do you think you would need to enable you to activate your 
strengths?

Applying the principle of purposive sampling (Chun Tie et al., 2019), submissions (n=352) 
were collected from the students in the programme. These were treated confidentially 
and anonymously. The aim was to gain insights that would shape the design of the next 
programme cycle.

A structured deductive approach was adopted in the analysis of the 352 student 
responses with the intention of ascertaining:

•	 What specific obstacles were the students facing on their journey to success?
•	 What capacities would students need to develop to overcome these obstacles?

The student submissions were analysed using the methodology from Chun Tie et al. 
(2019). Referencing the above questions relating to obstacles, open coding was used to 
find initial codes in the student responses, and a number of key obstacles were identified 
including ‘lack of confidence’ and ‘struggles with focus’. Intermediate coding was then 
deployed to develop core sub-categories and categories to find meaning in the data. This 
was achieved using NVIVO software. Finally, advanced coding was deployed to integrate 
categories to form cohesive insights. Meanwhile, any analytical thoughts and insights 
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that arose during the process were documented. The findings from the intermediate and 
advanced coding stages are summarised in Table 1.

Table 1: Findings from analysis of student responses

Question: What obstacles did students face on their journey to success?

Academic challenges: The academic challenges that students reported were complex and 
varied. They included a lack of confidence in their abilities; inability to prioritise academic 
responsibilities; misunderstanding the expectations of university-level education; and 
maintaining focus on academic tasks. 

Personal challenges: Students also faced a multitude of personal challenges, including dwelling 
on failure; reluctance to seek assistance; lack of personal accountability; imbalances between 
their work and personal lives; discipline deficiencies; motivational shortcomings; feelings of not 
belonging; insufficient social support; negative external life influences; and neglect of overall 
wellness. 

Question: What capacities would students need to develop to overcome these obstacles?

Planning and goal setting: A major theme that emerged was that students wanted to improve 
their ability to adhere to a plan; effectively manage their time; set long-term goals; and make 
the most of the opportunities available to them.

Balance and well-being: Students also noted that their conception of success included 
maintaining a healthy balance between academic activities and other important aspects of 
life. In this regard, they wanted to be able to maintain a conducive working environment and 
prioritise their academic pursuits while also taking care of their mental and physical well-being.

Planning and acting again
Cycle 2 was planned based on the insights that emerged from Cycle 1 (see Table 1). It 
was decided that the focus should be on addressing students’ self-reported inability to 
prioritise academic responsibilities, particularly given that any activity that addressed 
this challenge would also promote understanding of the expectations of university-level 
education and how to maintain focus on academic tasks. Accordingly, the students were 
guided to design an academic action plan so that they would be better able to prioritise 
academic responsibilities. Given that an academic action plan must include a study plan; 
set specific, achievable academic goals; and address the issue of effective management 
of time and task prioritisation (Shelton & Yao, 2019), the students were asked to:

•	 Visualise and articulate plans for the remainder of the academic year. 
•	 Outline steps and actions to achieve the academic goal that they set. 
•	 Define a timeline for achieving the academic goal and identify specific 

milestones and deadlines within the academic year.
•	 Identify observable signs indicating progress towards the established goal.
•	 Develop a system for tracking and recognising positive developments. 
•	 Assess and articulate the support necessary to execute the academic game plan 

effectively.
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Evaluating the effectiveness of action research as a means of designing interventions
In addition, self-evaluation activities were incorporated into the programme with 
students being asked to score themselves on how effectively they had used their 
academic plan. They self-reported on how well they believed they had ‘stuck to their 
game plan’, giving themselves a score from 1 to 5 (with a score of 1 indicating low 
adherence to the plan and a score of 5 indicating a more disciplined approach). They 
were also asked to provide an explanation for this score. 

A total of n=122 responses on this were received from the students, who were 
then divided into focus groups based on their self-scores. The reflections that emerged 
from each of these groups were analysed separately, using the grounded theory coding 
process (Chun Tie et al., 2019). 

Results
Of the 122 responses received, 2% (n=3) students reported a very low score of 1, while 
9% (n=11) students gave themselves a score of 2. A further 3% (n=4) reported a score of 
3. The majority of students 66% (n=81) gave themselves a score of 4; and 19% (n= 23) 
students gave themselves a score of 5. 

Students with a very low score of 1 (n=3) attributed this to a combination of 
impractical study strategies; insufficient personal engagement; missed classes; and 
challenges related to internet connectivity. Students with a score of 2 (n=11) showed 
awareness of their challenges and a willingness to seek help to overcome them. Students 
with a score of 3 (n=4) acknowledged that they had not really used the planning tool 
despite less-than-ideal first-semester results. In this group, some students reported that 
personal challenges had led to academic setbacks that were still prevalent, while others 
noted some progress in finding discipline and focus.

The majority of students gave themselves a score of 4 (n=81). In this group, 
students indicated greater proactivity and a positive attitude towards their academic 
studies. They also exhibited significant goal-driven behaviours, including in relation 
to time management and personal accountability. Their academic progress was also 
quite evident in relation to the achievement of goals; improved grades; and consistent 
management of coursework. Students with a score of 5 (n=23) described a positive 
academic journey characterised by consistent accountability and a keen sense of 
responsibility. Many reported being proactive in seeking help; and some said their 
mindsets had changed as a result of participation in the Phambili programme. 

Discussion 
Many student affairs practitioners are unable to show a direct correlation between 
their work and measurable student outcomes such as throughput and pass rates. One 
reason is that student development work may not lend itself to traditional, empirical 
research methods. However, several scholars have called on student affairs and services 
staff at universities to assert the credibility of their community of practice; develop 
and build the capacity of their profession; and contribute to the knowledge-production 
function of higher education institutions (Wildschut & Luescher, 2023). Responding to 
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this call, practitioners in this field may need to challenge traditional research cultures; 
redefine the nature of scholarship and promote alternative indicators of impact, 
including qualitative ones measuring sense of belonging and increased capacities among 
students (e.g. Sithaldeen et al., 2022). Such endeavour may also entail practitioners 
rethinking their design practices when developing their interventions, including by 
using academically rigorous, evidence-based approaches that can be readily evaluated 
and shared. The deployment of such approaches can both enhance the effectiveness of 
student support interventions and contribute to the credibility and development of the 
profession.

In the present case, the challenge was to develop an academic-advising solution at 
speed for students who urgently needed to reengage meaningfully with their studies. 
Action-based research aims to address specific problems or challenges within a particular 
context and often involves collaboration between researchers and practitioners to 
understand, diagnose and solve practical problems, while simultaneously generating 
new knowledge (George, 2024). Although this method is primarily intended to produce 
research (Canlas & Karpudewan, 2020), it has a long history of use in educational design 
(Mertler, 2021) because it focuses on finding relevant solutions to specific problems 
through engagement with participants who are best placed to articulate their own needs 
(Canlas & Karpudewan, 2020).

The methodology for this study deployed analytical techniques provided by 
grounded theory to anchor the intervention in the actual environment and realities of 
the students. In this regard, student views on their educational development must be 
addressed in order to improve pedagogy and promote a better understanding of its 
impacts on student learning (Seale, 2016). The incorporation of such student views also 
ensures that the design is relevant, inclusive, valid and more likely to be impactful. As 
Strydom and Loots (2020, p. 31) point out: “If our high-impact practices are continuously 
informed by students, we can improve the quality of outcomes”. Accordingly, the 
methodology deployed for the programme under study used grounded theory 
analytical techniques in an effort to embed student voices in the programme design in a 
systematic, methodical way that was both credible and transparent. 

Deploying action research and grounded theory, a customised intervention was 
designed which was tailored to the specific needs of the UCT students in question – an 
intervention which was found to have positively impacted their academic confidence 
and ability to engage with their academic responsibilities. Of the 122 students who 
responded, approximately 85% indicated a score of 4 or 5, reflecting strong adherence 
to the programme. These students also expressed a proactive, positive attitude towards 
their academic goals. They noted that they were clear about the nature of their goals 
and were committed to achieving them. In this regard, a significant number of students 
said that positive benefits accrued from setting deadlines, and demonstrated an ability 
to adapt their plans as needed, leading to better stress management. Within the sample, 
several students attributed improved grades and consistent course work management 
to their newfound discipline; capacity for effective time management; and sense of 
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personal accountability. Some directly linked the acquisition of a new, positive mindset 
to their participation in the Phambili programme. 

In order to produce credible, shareable scholarship, student services practitioners 
should employ detailed methodologies in the design of their practices, collecting and 
presenting data transparently, and being open about the potential limits of their work. 
Establishing an intentional, structured approach that deployed analytical techniques 
derived from grounded theory to capture student voices, the designers of the Phambili 
programme were able to posit a credible connection between their results and the 
experiences of the programme participants. In addition, they were able to document the 
design process (e.g. in the form of this manuscript) clearly and logically, confirming the 
links between the findings and the data. Through such academic rigour, the designers of 
the programme were able to be explicit about what they did; why and how they did it; 
and what was achieved. Looking to the future, the acquisition of the capacity to design 
(and justify) programmes in this way is likely to be increasingly important for academic-
advising practitioners, as well as student affairs professionals, as they strive to provide 
effective, relevant support to a growing student population in an increasingly resource-
constrained environment.

Limitations of the study
Although 122 students responded as part of evaluation undertaken in implementing 
the Phambili programme, this sample size is likely not large enough to capture the full 
diversity of student experiences and outcomes, especially as Cycle 1 of the programme 
initially engaged 352 respondents. Additionally, the sample may not be representative 
of all students on academic probation or in need of academic recovery. Accordingly, in 
order to take this work going forward, there should be recruitment to include a sample 
from outside the study group and to ensure representative sampling from faculties and 
across years of study. 

In addition, the study primarily captures short-term outcomes and immediate 
impacts on students’ academic confidence and engagement; and long-term effects on 
academic success and retention rates might not be fully addressed or measured. In this 
regard, it would be worth conducting a longitudinal study to track students’ progress and 
outcomes over a longer period, providing insights into long-term impacts. 

Furthermore, the inclusion of a more diverse and larger sample size from different 
institutions and academic settings would improve the generalisability and transferability 
of the findings, which is another important criterion for academic rigour (Kalkopas, 
2024).

In terms of academic rigour this work would also have been strengthened by more 
reflexivity as part of the process; and planning for triangulation to cross-check and 
validate findings – for example, by engaging lecturers or tracking student-performance 
data.
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