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Abstract 

Higher education institutions serve as crucibles for shaping students' identities. Despite much research on 

students' identity formation, studies in the discipline of political science are limited. This study delves 

into the views of final-year political science students regarding the objectives of their studies, specifically 

examining whether they view their academic journey as a catalyst for personal transformation and the key 

causal mechanisms that facilitate or impede identity formation. Using an intensive approach, the research 

relies on in-depth interpretative data gathered through interviews with 12 students majoring in political 

studies, selected using snowball sampling. The morphogenetic framework, rooted in Archer's social 

realism, provided the theoretical foundation for this investigation. Qualitative data analysis reveals 

emerging themes that show that the student’s objectives in enrolling in the discipline were to improve 

their employability and acquire skills to uplift their communities. Many constraints and enablements also 

affected the students, although some used their agency to realise identity change through their discipline. 

It is recommended that the student discipline agency be developed and that graduate attributes that are 

consistent with the teaching and learning strategies of the discipline be formulated. 

Keywords: Agency, Disciplinary identity, Higher education, Morphogenetic framework, Political science 

students, Teaching, and Learning 

Introduction 

The importance of forming an academic 

identity by students in higher education cannot be 

overstated, as this has a bearing on graduate 

attributes and work readiness (Daniels & Brooker, 

2014). According to Jensen & Jetten (2015), 

student identity formation also benefits their 

academic achievements. Here, student academic 

identity refers to 'all factors that directly form part 

of students’ perceptions of themselves in an 

academic environment' (Toni & Olivier, 2004, 

p.195). Wenger (2013) sees it as a ‘way of talking 

about how learning changes who we are and 

creates personal histories of becoming in the 

context of our communities' (p. 5). This claim is 

especially important in this study, as one of the 

objectives is to observe the changes in the lives of 

political science students—those from previously 

disadvantaged backgrounds—from when they 

enter the university to when they leave. Wenger’s 

(2013) use of the word ‘histories’ signifies the 

importance of the past in developing a student's 

identity. Students from previously disadvantaged 

backgrounds tend to project a different identity 

than their counterparts from previously 

advantaged backgrounds. The identity 

development process also starts from one point 

and proceeds to another. This is particularly 

important, as it echoes the tenets of the 

morphogenetic framework, which is discussed 

later in the study. As Briggs, Clark, and Hall 

(2012) further noted, identity is a developmental 

process with a complex longitudinal change 

procedure essential to student achievement. 

Dunham (2016) expands on these views of identity 

by referring to it as the 'appropriation of academic 

values and practices within a sense of self, 

reflecting the willingness and commitment to the 

academic community' (p. 2). 

However, these values and practices do 

not end in the academic community but are 

demonstrated beyond, as captured by Case (2015), 

that 'we aim for students to leave higher education 
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with different knowledge and capacity for action 

than with which they entered' (p.843). Bangeni and 

Kapp (2017) crowned it all by affirming that 

“identity is central to learning.” 

The researcher then asks, if identity 

formation forms an essential aspect of learning in 

higher education, is this always the case with our 

students? The observations by the researcher and 

her experience as a lecturer have been that most of 

the students, although enrolled in political science, 

are passive on political issues. Many of them are 

not aware of the current political issues in the 

country. They are indifferent when topical political 

issues are discussed in class. The researcher also 

reported that the students do not participate in 

voting or other political events even though they 

appear to know the importance of participating in 

such activities. The students thus appear to see 

their learning as 'separate' from them as people. 

The researcher  believes that learning should not 

be done in class only to pass exams and gain 

qualifications. Ideally, when students enter 

university, they should develop a new identity as 

they learn to use the theorised knowledge taught in 

the classroom to ‘see’ the world differently. 

Therefore, this study explore students' 

identity development as they study political 

science and the structures and mechanisms that 

either constrain or enable their learning and 

identity formation. 

This is particularly relevant when 

students can study a discipline of their choice. This 

improves their career opportunities, earning 

potential (Cheng, Adekola, Albia, & Cai, 2022), 

and skill development (Ang, Lee, & Dipolog-

Ubanan, 2019). Apart from employability, 

disciplinary identity also becomes important, as 

universities are places for the formation of student 

identities (Barnett & Napoli, 2008), as well as a 

constraint to identify development among students 

(Ganqa & Masha, 2020). Disciplinary identity 

formation is important for political science 

students, as they are the future of the country, and 

their contributions to the politics and democracy of 

their country are very important. Their 

participation in formal political processes or in 

selecting official representations in democratic 

institutions is necessary for South African 

democratic culture. This is also because voter 

apathy among young people in the province and 

the country has been very concerning. Good 

Governance Africa reported that South Africa has 

witnessed a decline in voter turnout across age 

groups in every election since 1994, but this 

decline was the worst among the youth population 

(Mbanyele & Desai, 2021). Although identity 

development has been seen as an important part of 

learning (Peters, 2014), studies on disciplinary 

identity have been limited (Ulriksen, Madsen & 

Holmegaard, 2010). Therefore, it becomes 

imperative to conduct this study to add to the 

literature on student identity but with a focus on 

political science. 

The study, therefore, seeks to respond to 

the following question. 

How do political science students 

navigate their university education to develop 

their identities while pursuing their academic and 

career goals, and what mechanisms constrain or 

enable this process? 

Context of the study 

The students and the institution under 

study are in a rural setting, where poverty and 

other socioeconomic challenges are widespread. 

Most students come from deep rural areas and rely 

on government support for their studies through 

the National Student Financial Aid Scheme 

(NSFAS) (WSU, 2024). Most students probably 

see a semiurban area for the first time only when 

they enrol at the university. For all students, 

English, the language of instruction at the 

university, is their second language, the first being 

their local language of isiXhosa. 

The next section presents the literature 

review, followed by Margaret Archer’s 

morphogenetic framework as the theoretical lens. 

Thereafter, the study presents the methodology, 

findings, and discussion. The last section presents 

conclusions about what can be done to develop the 

academic identity of political science students. 

 

Literature review 

Research on the formation of students' 

identities in higher education has highlighted its 
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importance for learning (Jaiswal, Magana & Ward, 

2022; Gardee & Brodie, 2021; Gouvea, 2020; 

Bangeni & Kapp, 2017; Case, 2015; Peters, 2014), 

student success (McGeough, 2017; Jensen & 

Jetten, 2015; Karanauskien & Kardelis, 2005), 

graduate employability (Nudelman, 2021; 

Maxwell & Armellini, 2018), and the challenge of 

identity formation (Dang, 2021; Jensen & Jetten, 

2017). Other studies focus on the determinants of 

such identity formation (Ang, Lee & Dipolog-

Ubanan, 2019; Ganqa & Masha, 2020). 

Gardee and Brodie (2021), for example, 

constructed a framework to show how a 

combination of personal and social identity and 

agency contributed to the formation of the 

mathematical identities of learners. The authors 

identify personal identity as an understanding of 

yourself, 'a matter of what we care about in the 

world' (p. 9). What interests a student would be 

what that student cares about because such a 

student would take action to realise such interest. 

Social identity, for its part, is associated with 'an 

individual's sense of belonging to a group and the 

positive and negative feelings associated with that 

membership' (Harwood, 2020, p.1). By this, 

Gardee and Brodie (2021) attest that learners are 

offered social identities by their teachers and peers 

during their studies in the classroom setting. 

Depending on how such interactions occur, they 

can enable or constrain the formation of the 

learner's disciplinary identity. Mcgeough's work 

(2017) focused on this aspect, as it unpacks the 

theory of social identity to understand identity 

formation among undergraduate psychology 

students at Liverpool John Moores University. 

This affirms a correlation between academic social 

identity and academic achievement. Finally, 

agency involves acting freely and making 

decisions as individuals within a social context 

(Boughey & McKenna, 2021). In this case, 

students have the power to make decisions about 

their studies that consequently influence the 

formation of their academic identity. 

Many factors have been identified as 

determinants of identity formation for students. 

Verdn, Godwin, Kirn, Benson, and Potvin (2018) 

noted that identity formation can occur when 

students reside in a learning community 

surrounded by peers and faculty staff of similar 

interests. This happens because of interaction, 

collaboration, and group work with like-minded 

people. This view is also shared by Jaiswal, 

Magana, and Ward (2022), who reported that 

“living in a data science learning community, 

participating in various events and interacting with 

faculty staff, and working with peers of similar 

interest helped students develop a data science 

identity” (p.1). Furthermore, Dang’s (2021) work 

affirms that peer support, mentoring programs, 

orientation activities, and faculty members play 

important role roles in transforming learners’ 

identities in higher education. The study also 

reported that students did not receive enough 

support from the institutional academic or faculty 

advisory body. Similarly, Jensen and Jetten's 

(2017) work demonstrated that students perceived 

interpersonal recognition, such as respect, 

solidarity, and empathy, as valuable in forming 

academic identity and that a lack of social 

interaction with educators became a constraint in 

forming their identity. 

According to Case (2015:851), while 

studying two undergraduate chemical engineering 

students (one black, one white) at UCT, the social 

backgrounds of students greatly impact their 

emerging personal identities, which makes it either 

difficult or easy for the students to use their 

agencies to bring change to their identities while at 

university. Therefore, universities must assist 

students in developing their sense of agency, 

subsequently forming their identities. 

Furthermore, Bangeni and Kapp (2017), working 

on student identity development involving black 

students studying at a historically white university 

in South Africa, reported that various contexts 

contributed to shaping the different identities 

demonstrated by the students. These included how 

they exercise their agency, the resilience and 

resourcefulness they exhibit, and how they 

negotiate the constraints of multiple contexts in 

relation to the institution, their disciplines, and 

their homes. This adds to the narrative of Peters 

(2014), who stressed the need for better support in 

integrating the educational experiences of novice 

students in Computer Science/Information 

Technology with the perceptions of who they are 

and want to become. The author then concludes 

that the identity of the students (background) 

influences their learning. 
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However, most works on student identity 

formation tend to focus on science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM) subjects, 

with little research on disciplines such as political 

science. A study by Johansson, Segerstad, Huit, 

Dahlgren, and Dahlgre (2008) revealed that 

political science students in higher education 

develop an identity in career paths such as 

investigators and civil servants. 

Political science students should be able 

to develop an identity that goes beyond the areas 

mentioned above. This study, therefore, aims to 

add to the work done here. In the South African 

context, this study aims to contribute to the vein of 

work by Bangeni and Kapp (2017) and Case 

(2014). However, it draws on a very different 

context. As Boughey and McKenna (2021) noted, 

historically advantaged universities in South 

Africa have produced the most research on 

teaching and learning using their own student and 

staff populations. With a diverse higher education 

system, more research on student experiences 

must be conducted in South African institutions. 

Theoretical Framework 

The morphogenetic framework, rooted in 

Archer’s Social Realism (1995), provides the 

theoretical lens for social change analysis and 

individual agency within the structural and 

institutional context (Archer, 2020). The 

framework regards universities as 'morphostasis or 

morphogenesis.' While morphostasis refers to 

'those processes in complex system–

environmental exchanges that tend to preserve or 

maintain the given form, organisation, or state of a 

system', morphogenesis refers to 'those processes 

that tend to elaborate or change the given form, 

state, or structure of a system' (Archer, 1995, 

p.166). The morphogenetic framework comprises 

three phases separated in time: structural and 

cultural conditioning, interaction, and elaboration.

 

Structural and Cultural Conditioning 

T1 

Interaction 

   T2                                                     T3 

         Elaboration (morphogenesis) 

         Reproduction (morphostasis)                 T4 

 

Figure 1: Adapted from the Morphogenetic Cycle and its Three Concepts (Archer, 1995). 

Figure 1 begins by examining the 

influence of social structures and culture in 

shaping the behaviour and attitudes of individuals 

at T1. Interaction is the social process, relationship, 

and participation among individuals or groups that 

take place from T2 to T3 and play an important role 

in influencing the social structures and cultural 

elements of T1, thus causing an effect of either 

morphogenesis or morphostasis to the end of the 

system, T4. From T4, the cycle is repeated, starting 

with T1. 

The Morphogenetic Framework and Students’ 

Identities 

The framework explores how student 

identities are shaped or remain unchanged over 

time through a multifaceted interaction of social 

structures and agency within university settings. 

Social structures govern the distribution of access 

to social goods (Boughey & McKenna, 2021). 

Therefore, they are viewed as establishing 

conditions for the lives of individuals, creating and 

prescribing roles and expectations within 

components such as educational systems. 

Therefore, all social structures are seen to have 

causal powers and liabilities (Fletcher, 2017). The 

higher education institution under examination is 

considered a structure with various mechanisms, 

properties, and causal powers, such as institutional 
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policies and cultural norms on teaching and 

learning. 

Agency refers to the ability of individuals 

to act freely and make decisions (Boughey & 

McKenna, 2021). The agency recognises the role 

of society and social groups in contributing to the 

structures that organise their lives (Scheckle, 2015, 

p.31). Agency in this study, therefore, looks at the 

power that a student studying politics must act 

freely. Archer (1995) argues that all agents are 

conditioned (not determined) by the social 

contexts into which they are born and live. Despite 

this conditioning, they can use their powers and 

properties to exercise their agency. Therefore, as 

individuals, students have a voice, choice, and 

ownership of their learning. 

Therefore, there is a dualistic interplay 

between agency and structures because the 

prospect of fulfilling personal choices for a student 

is conditioned on the social structures within the 

university context (Archer, 1995). Social 

structures can only have effects through human 

action (Archer, 2020), and human activities can 

either preserve or change these structures. 

Therefore, these two tenets increase the 

explanatory power of student identity within 

higher education. 

Following the morphogenetic framework, 

this researcher assumes that students will have 

been subjected to social and cultural conditioning 

in their homes and communities that will 

influence, but not determine, the exercise of their 

agency. This point is T1, which also involves the 

social and cultural conditioning that students 

encounter when they enter university. All of this 

provides unique experiences for students as they 

begin to study the discipline of political science. 

As they move through the programme leading to 

the qualification, interaction occurs through many 

avenues. These include classes, assessments, 

participation in faculty and fellow students, 

support staff, other learning activities, and student 

movements or associations on campus. This point 

of interaction from the first year to the final year 

of their qualification is T2 - T3.
   The student’s 

interaction at the university can lead to a change 

(elaboration) or no change (reproduction) 

occurring in their sense of self-development and 

identity at the end of their programme, T4. Any 

identity change would likely be due to the exercise 

of agencies during their interactions. Although 

human beings have the power to exercise agency 

in any social context (Archer, 1995), it is not 

always the case that our students display their 

agency, especially given the context from which 

they come. Therefore, the purpose of this theory is 

to inform learning and teaching practices intended 

to support students in developing their agency and 

forming disciplinary identities. 

Methods 

The study used a qualitative research 

approach, with intensive, in-depth interpretative 

data obtained through interviews (Fletcher, 2017). 

A snowball sample of 12 students majoring in 

political studies, five females and seven males, 

was selected. The sample size was selected 

because of data saturation. The students have, on 

average, spent four years in their programme. 

Semistructured questions were used as an 

interview guide. On average, the interviews took 

approximately 50 minutes per student. With the 

consent of the students, the interviews were 

recorded and later transcribed. The research 

received ethical approval from the University 

Research and Ethics Committee. Other ethical 

issues that were addressed included voluntary 

participation, informed consent, anonymity, and 

confidentiality. In addition to data from primary 

sources of evidence, this researcher reviewed the 

literature on student identity formation and then 

drew on observations from her interactions with 

students recorded in her logbook, which she has 

kept for many years as part of her reflective 

practice. 

Data analysis 

The data were analysed via Clarke and 

Braun's six steps of data-driven thematic analysis 

(2013). The method starts with the researcher’s 

familiarisation with the collected data. In this step, 

a transcript was read several times to understand 

the narratives better. The second step allowed for 

the identification of codes within the interview 

transcripts. The transcript would then be 

annotated, and a tentative code would be provided. 

The same process was repeated for the second, 

third, and all transcripts, checking whether the 
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codes identified in the previous transcript(s) were 

true for the next transcript(s). 

The analysis also included the steps 

suggested by Wiltshire and Ronkainen (2021, 

p.16), where all codes were listed in a master list 

using a simple table generated in a Microsoft Word 

document. The third step was axial coding to 

identify the relationships between the categories 

and subcategories of the tentative codes. The codes 

were then reorganised and re-categorised into 

subthemes. The fourth step involved reviewing the 

subthemes for usefulness and accurate 

representation of the data. The fifth process 

involved selective coding, where the subthemes 

were renamed and combined into the central 

themes presented below. The last step involves the 

writing of the themes as presented below. 

Results 

Two themes were generated for the goals 

and expectations of political science students in 

university education, which are presented below. 

University education as an uplift for a job 

This theme constructed the university as 

a means of obtaining a qualification and a job. The 

theme was generated from the transcripts of all the 

participants. This was a common phenomenon that 

occurred during the coding process. Many of these 

students come from very poor families and see a 

university degree as a passport to a better life. It 

was not surprising that they perceived that a 

university qualification would provide them with a 

job. One student said, ‘I have seen people with 

Grade 12 certificates looking for a job and nothing 

came out. I thought that without a degree or a 

tertiary qualification, life would be difficult.’ This 

was, therefore, the instigation for this student to 

enrol in the university with the knowledge that a 

better job would be sought after graduation. 

Another student said, 'Most of the time, we come 

to the university, maybe because we have to feed 

our families sometimes, and maybe you are the 

only person in the family who can now push to this 

level (sic)'. 

 

These issues motivated the students to 

visit the university, as they saw a link between the 

university and a better future. More than 93% 

(Vital Statistics, 2021) of South African students 

receive a monthly allowance from the government 

from the National Student Financial Aid Scheme 

(NSFAS). Notably, some of these students help 

their families, even while at university, by sending 

a portion of their monthly allowance to their 

families back home. 

University education as an uplift for community 

change 

Some students also view a university 

degree as a way of impacting knowledge or 

making meaningful contributions to the 

communities from which they came. The response 

of a student is captured below: 

“... To know the politics driven to be able 

to analyse the issues that are happening and the 

challenges that we are experiencing as community 

members and be able to engage and provide some 

knowledge to communities, such as political 

education. Most of the time, people who are 

engaged in communities vote for the sake of voting 

without knowing the impact of the powers they are 

giving to those people. Even people who are in 

politics sometimes are not educated in theorised 

politics; they are aware only of the politics of 

communities, which is the only thing they know, 

not the politics in terms of academics.' 

This response portrays students as 

determined people who know exactly what they 

want and why they have chosen the discipline they 

are studying. They believe that studying political 

science will provide them with the knowledge to 

help their communities. They also believe that 

current politicians are not grounded with 

principled knowledge in politics and that 

electorates are not knowledgeable about 

democratic processes, although they do vote. Thus, 

studying political science will help them correct 

the wrongs of political knowledge in their 

communities. 

Methods used by students in developing political 

science identity as they pursue their goals of 

university education 

The themes generated represent the 

different activities the students participated in to 

help them achieve their university goals. These 

activities caused them to see themselves as change 
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agents, realising personal growth and 

transformation from their previous experiences in 

high school. The themes are presented below. 

Independent Learning 

Independent learning is at the center of 

being a student, and any university expects 

students to be independent learners. Independent 

learners can manage themselves and their work 

without continuous instruction in their studies. 

According to Livingston (2012), independent 

learning involves more active learning, allowing 

students to take control of their learning, take 

responsibility for their workload, and decide what 

they will focus on and how much time to spend on 

their studies, both inside and outside the 

classroom. Some students stated that they 

experienced the act of studying on their own, 

contrary to the expectations of high school. As one 

of the students noted, 

'In high school, our teachers just fed us 

with information and would ask us questions about 

what they fed us. Now, it is different in university 

because a lecturer will just give you a glimpse and 

other research that you must do on your own”. 

Thus, the transition from high school to 

university appears to be evidence of the 

seriousness of these students in achieving their 

university goals. These students saw that it was 

their responsibility to research and obtain more 

information to add to what had been given to them 

in class. Some of the responses are captured below: 

'I think..., it is more about engagement, 

not only to rely on the lecturer, but you need to look 

at things such as what is happening in society, 

news updates, and engage and express your views 

on how certain things should be done.' 

Learning should not be oriented towards 

one person. Why one supports a certain idea is 

important. As much as the lecturer may provide 

certain information, even as students do, we 

should come up with our views and engage with 

the lecturer to expand our knowledge and 

understanding”. 

Therefore, students understand that 

university students are not expected to sit and wait 

for the lecturer to feed them in their studies. When 

a lecturer provides course material, they must find 

more information concerning the area of study. 

They should present their points of view, as they 

understand that the role of a student at a university 

is not the same as that of a high school student. 

Knowledge application 

On this theme, some students said they 

were able to apply what they learned in the 

classroom to real-life situations during their 

programme. By doing so, they could make sense 

of the theoretical knowledge of the discipline 

outside of the classroom. The following responses 

are testimonies to such knowledge application: 

'My study has helped me to stand on a sort 

of political ground because now, based on my own 

morals, I see which policies agree with my morals. 

Like in political ideologies, most of the time, I 

agree with capitalists or whatever. Now, I can 

identify them. Like capitalism teaching you that if 

you want something, you must work for it rather 

than waiting for the government”. 

'. . Now that I am a university student, I 

can see things from a different perspective than 

before. I get to understand why certain things 

happen in certain ways in the society in which I 

lived, which is something I did not know before. 

Now I understand why the government is doing 

this and not doing that”. 

The above responses demonstrate that 

students begin to realise that the university has 

changed them. This change is observed and 

experienced through their cognitive structures as 

they begin to make meaning of their university 

education. 

Group work and study groups 

Some of the students felt that group work 

and study groups greatly assisted and encouraged 

them. These students are provided with certain 

types of assessments where they are required to 

work in groups. My observation has been that 

students tend to perform better in group work than 

individually. Group work also appears to give 

students more confidence, especially when they 

are asked to give oral presentations. Although they 

present as individuals, working as a group boosts 

their morale and competence. As one student 

mentioned, 
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“I have learned that it is important to 

work in groups at a university because we, as 

people, have different styles and weaknesses, and 

it is another way of communicating with people. I 

think it is also important to work in a social group. 

I believe that one day, I will be in a work 

environment where I will work with people.' 

In addition to group projects, the students 

also reported that the study groups greatly helped 

struggling students. Some students stated that 

study groups allowed them to learn from other 

students what they would have had difficulty 

asking about or learning from their lecturers. One 

student said, 'It is much easier to understand an 

explanation from your peer than some lecturers'. 

Another student indicated that he ended 

up becoming a member of an organisation at the 

university just to 'learn how to communicate with 

people.' The student highlighted that while 

performing school activities in groups, he would 

listen to other students to know their ideas and then 

think things through before acting on his ideas. 

Group work and study groups provide 

collaborative learning for students, as they share 

knowledge and skills, exchange ideas, and solve 

difficult concepts together. This involvement 

influences the formation of disciplinary identity 

among students, as they tend to develop certain 

skills and perspectives that would have been 

difficult to obtain when studying independently. 

Mechanisms constraining and enabling change 

at the level of identity as students pursue their 

goal of education 

The themes generated below were 

considered factors that allowed or constrained 

student identity formation to achieve their 

university goals. 

Guidance from lecturers 

Students’ observations and experiences 

are that, during their studies, some lecturers 

provide them with the information required to 

learn and achieve their qualifications. They 

consider this action to be very important, as 

lecturers are experts in their field of study. 

Therefore, if lecturers fail in terms of learning and 

teaching students, then students would equally fail 

in their roles. As one student said, 'The lecturer's 

role is to ensure that we have a basic concept of 

what we are going to do. If I do not know anything, 

it is easier to take anything because I cannot 

differentiate right or wrong.' Another student said: 

“Some lecturers are very good; they will 

give you a topic and give you a guide on how to 

answer the question. If you have a table of content 

guides, you know which areas to attach when you 

answer the question. Therefore, it becomes very 

easy to perform the task. Some just throw you with 

the topic, and you must see what you can do with 

the topic, and you do not know what you must do, 

and the page numbers limit you. ' 

These responses indicate that some 

university instructors may not be doing their work 

as expected. In such circumstances, students also 

suffer in the learning process and even drop out of 

the university. A student also lamented this issue 

and stated, 'The university has a responsibility to 

ensure the values of academic integrity and 

honesty in student learning.' 

Debates and discussions 

Some students mentioned that 

participating in learning platforms such as debates 

and discussions in which students could engage 

was very important, as those activities enhanced 

their learning. Students see these activities as 

assisting in developing their identity within the 

discipline of political sciences. One student said, 

“Students are smart, and they can think, but there 

are no platforms for such engagement” (sic). 

Another student felt that providing a support 

system for student learning is very important. 

When asked about the type of system, the student 

revealed that 

'The system must include developing the 

mind of students to think outside the box or think 

where there is no box at all (sic), also ensuring that 

their dreams are achieved through support. To 

prepare us students to be ready to face the working 

environment with confidence”. 

This theme was regarded as an 

opportunity to help students with relevant skills be 

politically active participants in and out of the 

university environment. The lack of such 

provisions was detrimental to the formation of 

political students' identities. 
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Language barriers 

Language is a very important tool for 

expressing oneself. A language barrier limits a 

student's ability to understand the concepts of a 

discipline as well as the ability to engage with the 

discipline. A student may also perform poorly on 

their academics. Many students cited the English 

language as a problem in their studies. Expressing 

themselves using the language of instruction, 

English, becomes very difficult, to the extent that 

some students, especially in their first year, would 

refuse to visit a lecturer for consultation upon 

realising that the lecturer cannot speak their 

mother tongue; they would simply walk away as 

they would find it difficult to state in simple 

English what their problems are. As one student 

noted, “There is a communication problem. The 

English language that facilitates learning is a 

problem because most of us only did English at 

high school.' Another student appreciated that 

first-year students were now allowed to write their 

assignments in the local language (IsiXhosa). 

Emotional intelligence 

Many students consider lecturers role 

models. Hence, failure to display certain qualities, 

such as leadership, empathy, encouragement, and 

positive feedback, can demotivate students and 

turn them away from their academic work, even to 

the extent of dropping out of university. Some 

students stated that some lecturers do not act as 

parents or guardians in treating students and often 

do not understand that students sometimes have 

personal issues that may affect their learning. The 

students complained that such lecturers 

contributed to them not liking a particular course. 

As stated by two students below: 

“I think lecturers should be free and open 

for students to freely go to them and ask questions 

about things they do not understand. Some 

lecturers are very strict, and students find it 

difficult to approach them. Therefore, if I cannot 

get access to a lecturer and cannot understand his 

course, then I memorise, and immediately I write, 

I forget right there in the hall”. 

'It is not a secret that we have lecturers 

who are aggressive by nature. The way lecturers 

treat students when they do not understand 

something discourages them and makes them feel 

rejected and discouraged”. 

These findings indicate that lecturers 

should be more accommodating in creating a 

harmonious learning environment for their 

students. Most students need much motivation 

since they seldom have that at home, especially 

since some of them are the first from their homes 

to undertake a university education. 

Diversity and innovation in learning. 

Students exposed to different ideas and 

viewpoints are likely to develop critical thinking 

and analytical skills, leading to a well-rounded 

academic identity. With respect to innovation, 

although the university uses a blended learning 

approach in teaching and learning, some lecturers 

still find it difficult to navigate through the 

learning management system, with little thought of 

making learning fun and innovative using the 

system. As captured by one student: 

“Lecturers have a role to play in creating 

innovative ideas on how to make learning fun. 

They must be open to ideas from students because 

not every student learns the same. There are 

weaker students and strong students, but all the 

students are required to do the same. It is not fair 

and drives students away.” 

Innovative teaching methods provide 

students with digital literacy skills, which are very 

important today. It appears that some students wish 

to move away from the traditional teaching 

approach to a more diverse and technologically 

driven society, which is echoed by the 21st century. 

Therefore, their exposure to diverse views and 

innovative methods will likely lead to the 

formation of a multifaceted academic identity 

among students. 

The university environment. 

Some participants viewed the university 

environment (residence) as a demotivator of their 

learning. Students are said to play loud music to 

the detriment of other students’ learning, and other 

students operate businesses such as hair salons, fat 

cakes and drugs in their rooms. A student noted: 

'The environment does not motivate one 

to study because sometimes, maybe at midnight, 
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someone plays loud music, and you cannot study 

or sleep, and security personnel cannot help. You 

are also afraid to talk to these students because 

they can become violent and attack you when they 

are drunk”. 

Another student mentioned that he has 

friends with different perspectives and wants to 'go 

out all the time' rather than study. The general lack 

of academic seriousness among some students can 

make other students feel that they are not in an 

environment that is serious about learning. 

Discussion  

The study established that the goal of 

these students was to obtain a university 

qualification that would improve their lives in 

terms of employment and their communities from 

the knowledge generated through their learning, as 

they believe that most community members, or 

even those who provide services to communities, 

are not knowledgeable about political issues. This 

finding corroborates the findings of Ang et al. 

(2019), who reported that students pursue 

university education to open the door to career 

opportunities, and Johansson et al. (2008), who 

reported that political science students in higher 

education develop an identity in career paths such 

as investigators and civil servants. Although the 

career path of investigation was not mentioned, 

this may be due to the context from which the 

students come, where they are unfamiliar with that 

path. For them, the investigation would be aligned 

with a qualification in the police service. 

Accordingly, following the morphogenetic 

framework (Archer, 1995), these students were 

strongly motivated to study owing to their homes 

and communities' social and cultural conditioning 

(situations). This would lead them to change those 

situations by obtaining jobs and bringing change 

to their communities. Even their career choices 

will be guided by such conditioning, although not 

reducible to it. 

The findings also established that while 

studying, some students began to develop an 

identity as they navigated their academic work. As 

they moved to higher levels of their studies, they 

began to internalise and process the knowledge 

acquired in the discipline of political science. 

These are evident through their ability to study 

independently, search for more information to add 

to what has been given to them in class and 

develop critical thinking by applying their 

knowledge within and outside of the classroom. 

These findings are consistent with those of Case 

(2015), in a study on civil engineering students at 

the University of Cape Town. However, Case’s 

students had a very strong academic support 

system on Campus, coupled with having a 

privileged school background compared to the 

students in this study. Although with limited 

support from the academic staff, the students are 

still able to take control of their learning. With 

time, they develop new skills that shape and 

transform their identity, even before they exit their 

programme. Therefore, identity change would 

likely occur only for those who use their powers 

and properties to exercise agency. It is the exercise 

of agency that would make them focus not only on 

passing exams and progressing in their education 

but also on absorbing and engaging with the 

concepts of the discipline. These students will 

excel even with limited guidance from their 

lecturers. For these groups of students, although 

they come from an academic background that has 

conditioned them structurally and culturally, “In 

high school, our teachers were just feeding us with 

information.” This does not determine them; they 

can make choices and take actions that can shape 

their identities. Their inability to do so may also be 

due to the conditioning within the university 

system (Archer, 1995), which includes 

institutional policies, the curriculum structure, the 

values, and the standards of lecturers preventing 

them from using their agency. 

The study also established that certain 

mechanisms act to enable or constrain the pursuit 

of students' qualifications, affecting their identity 

formation. Enablement included situations in 

which lecturers gave students proper guidance, 

compared with situations in which there was no 

proper direction. In situations where limited 

guidance was experienced, the students felt that 

their learning was compromised, and one 

commented: 'If I do not understand, I just 

memorise, and after writing the course, I forget 

everything even before leaving the exam room.' 

The tendency here will be that such a student 

simply focuses on passing the course without 

understanding the concepts and will eventually 
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exit the university without developing graduate 

attributes and work readiness (Daniels & Brooker, 

2014). These findings align with the views of 

Mcgeough (2017) that academic achievement 

correlates with identity formation created through 

interactions with students and their instructors. 

This finding also resonates with Gardee and 

Brodie (2021) and Dang et al. (2021), who 

reported that a lack of sufficient support from 

instructional academic staff negatively affects the 

formation of learners’ identities. For instance, in 

Gardee and Brodie’s work, some learners could 

not develop mathematics identity because they 

were put down by a teacher who felt that the 

learners were not good enough to study 

mathematics, although they had a passion for it.  

Group work and study groups were also 

found to be enablers of identity formation for 

students. Some students mentioned that they could 

easily understand the content of a course if it was 

explained by a peer who understood the concepts. 

They also learn from peers when they perform 

group projects, as they share ideas and assist each 

other in understanding the content of their courses. 

This finding further corroborates that of Jaiswal et 

al. (2022) and Verdin et al. (2018), who 

demonstrated that peer support and working in 

groups contributed to the formation of learner 

identity. This phenomenon appears to explain why 

the researcher discovered from observation that 

students performed better in group projects than in 

individual projects. However, in this case, the 

students mostly performed these activities without 

little assistance from their lecturers compared to 

the students who developed data science identity 

based on their living in a data science learning 

community while participating and interacting in 

various events with their faculty staff and at the 

same time working with peers of similar interest 

(Jaiswal et al., 2022).  

The findings also showed that English, 

which is the language of instruction at the 

university, impeded student learning and identity 

formation. This was not surprising, as it has been 

witnessed in many situations when students 

conduct oral presentations or visit their lecturers 

for consultation. Therefore, limited English 

proficiency may affect not only the academic 

success of students but also their academic 

identity. Such limitations can impair your learning 

and affect the ability of students to express 

themselves publicly. 

Another constraint found was emotional 

intelligence. Many students feel that lecturers are 

supposed to act like parents, be approachable, and 

show empathy when students face challenges with 

their studies. In contrast, some students reported 

that some lecturers were “aggressive” and not 

approachable, leading them to lose interest in their 

study and identity formation in the discipline. This 

view aligns with that of Jensen and Jetten (2017), 

who attest that students’ perceptions of respect, 

solidarity, and empathy from their academic staff 

members are valuable to their formation of 

academic identities. Another constraint was 

diversity and innovation in learning. Considering 

that this category of students is embedded in a 

generation of digitalisation, they look forward to 

innovative and fun creation in their teaching and 

learning and even assessment. This then calls for 

staff development initiatives in digitising teaching 

and learning. Finally, the students reported that the 

university environment, especially residences, was 

not conducive to learning. According to these 

students, the environment is associated with a 

strong laissez-faire tendency, where students do as 

they wish. There are no consequences, whether 

they attend class or not, provided that they can pass 

their courses. This finding is consistent with those 

of Ganga and Masha (2020) and Ang et al. (2019), 

who noted that the university environment can 

enable or constrain the formation of the academic 

identities of students. However, Ganga and 

Masha's research focused on first-year (FY) 

students who were still navigating their way in the 

university environment and may not encountered 

similar experiences to the students in this study.  In 

many instances, the study correlates with the 

literature, although the contexts are different, and 

the disciplines are not the same. The implications 

of the study suggest that political science lecturers 

should reimagine their teaching and learning 

strategies to assist their students better. On the 

other hand, the university should commit to 

implementing policies that deal with students’ 

absenteeism from classes. 

Conclusion 

The study revealed the reasons why 

students undertake political science at the 



 
 Gladys Manyi Ashu 

57 
 

university, how they develop their identity as they 

pursue their goals, and the difficulties and 

constraints that they encounter in the process. 

Following the morphogenetic framework, 

constraints and enablement are the structural and 

cultural conditioning within the university system. 

However, some students are able to overcome the 

constraints using their agentic powers and, in the 

process, shape their identity formation. Others, 

however, cannot do so. These would probably be 

the group that this researcher observed in her class 

as a lecturer. Therefore, given the background of 

the students, the university should put measures in 

place to limit the constraints of the students and 

develop the students' agency during their studies. 

Furthermore, the discipline of political science 

must formulate its graduate attributes, which must 

be consistent with the teaching and learning 

strategies used by lecturers. Finally, the recent 

language policy adopted by universities is a step in 

the right direction. However, lecturers who are not 

proficient in the chosen language should not be 

excluded because interpersonal and social 

interaction with their students may contribute to 

building students' identity formation. 
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