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FOREWORD

Sue Clegg, Emeritus Professor of Higher Education, Leeds Metropolitan University

A foreword can offer those who choose to read it some insights into the broader context within 
which a book sits, what contribution it makes, and a view about why what its authors are 
saying is important. This book contributes to broader debates about the significance and 
importance of higher education in a number of distinctive ways. 

First it is based on the narratives of students who started degrees at a number of South 
African universities. This may not sound remarkable but I will argue it is because we have 
limited knowledge of what it means to this generation of young adults to have been to 
university, regardless of whether or not they are deemed to have succeeded. These stories are 
important and they challenge many of our preconceptions. 

Second the book makes a virtue of writing in a way that makes these narratives open to a 
wider audience. It wears its academic credentials lightly in order to extend the range of 
readership beyond the narrow band of scholars who study higher education as their profession 
to include those who have a broader interest in higher education. This is increasingly important 
in a context where debates about the purposes of a university education have narrowed 
internationally to a concern with the economic benefits to individuals and society. 

Third the authors speak from and contribute to debates about the significance of higher 
education in the South African context. The complexities and difficulties of the legacy of 
apartheid and the creation of systematic educational inequality by political design are of 
immense importance. Questions about how these might be overcome have provoked South 
African scholars to ask searching questions about the roles and limitations of universities. This 
has heightened significance in terms of the timing of this book written at a time of student 
protests and a broader politicisation of the debate. 

Finally, these arguments have international significance because the South African case has 
sharpened the debate about equity and higher education. Some of the best writing about 
higher education in recent decades has come from South Africa. The book is underpinned by 
an argument that we need not just look at embedded structural constraints but that we should 
also consider how people understand their situation and their own abilities to act; hence the 
importance of narratives. It offers readers an opportunity to think about broader questions of 
agency and constraint, and issues of race, class and gender. It is an invitation to consider these 
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matters because they have wider societal and political significance. What makes their 
contribution impressive is that the analysis is underpinned by considerable theoretical 
sophistication. That it is accessible and readable, and made available through open access, 
makes their arguments more, not less, important. 

The words of those interviewed are the core of this book. The study is based on  
73 interviews six years after they first enrolled as students and we are skilfully introduced to  
20 individuals whose stores are revealed in some detail as the book progresses. This gives the 
book a unique feel. It proves a subtle device for teasing out the pressures these young adults 
face, the resources both material and cultural they draw on, and the way they weave their 
narratives in accounting for their trajectories to date. From the very beginning, which starts 
with two stories, we are challenged to revise our expectations of failure and success. Superficially 
one student is a success, the other not; one has his degree and is going on to anticipated success 
at the very highest level of qualification, the other is back at home not having finished his 
degree and trying to find work in order to get the funds to complete. In the negative language 
of many discussions of students’ trajectories those like that of the second student are represented 
as student failure or, in even more pejorative terms, as wastage. However, because the authors 
are concerned with understanding and explanation, a more complex picture emerges. 

Time at university is not without value for those students who have not yet completed, or 
may not complete. What they take from it is varied and complex but it expands the ways they 
see the world and the ways they can imagine their roles within it. In many instances it changes 
how they see themselves and people from different racial and class backgrounds. The struggles 
of some of these students are palpable and the form of presenting the narratives allows the 
authors to explore multiple strands. Some of these are material and relate to financial support 
but some are more subtle. Students also describe how they navigate the university itself; starting 
with knowing what course to opt for, and how much flexibility a course offers, and what 
happens if they come to the realisation that they are struggling academically or that they just 
don’t like the subjects they have chosen. 

The language of choice sounds rational and instrumental but these are also deeply emotional 
journeys. The stories also alert the reader to the impact of relationships and in particular for 
women the consequences of having a child whose care still falls to them and can interrupt or 
change the ways they navigate through a degree. Parents and other carers also feature in terms 
of material resources and their lack, but also as a source of emotional support, encouragement 
and of know-how. Again, the authors challenge us to re-examine what we think we know, for 
example, in terms of race and class; some parents are poor but not without other resources and 
provide support to these young adults as they are making their way through university and 
beyond. So, what is important about the use of narrative is that it allows for an examination of 
the broader structural constraints and cultural and structural conditions which allow some of 
the participants to flourish but which impede the development of others. 

What we see here are authors in complete command of their material, offering us a very 
sophisticated understanding of the meaning of going to university which far transcends simple 



foreword

vii

ideas of success/ failure and makes us question and look behind some of the numbers about 
who succeeds, who fails, and what jobs these young people get and aspire to. The experiences 
of university that emerge from the descriptions of the individuals in the book is about more 
than individual social mobility and the authors quite consciously ask us to reflect on that.  

The use of the narratives gives the book an engaging and readable quality. This is not to be 
scoffed at. Many academic books are tedious and dull, and indeed incomprehensibility is often 
seen as a mark of profundity. But as I have argued above there is nothing unsophisticated about 
the analysis in this book. By cumulatively introducing more narratives the authors challenge us 
to recognise the complexity of their subject matter. They invite a much wider readership to 
recognise that what goes on in universities has broader relevance and is of societal importance. 
They lead us to ask some of the bigger questions about the purposes of a university education, 
what are the limits and scope of individual agency, and how we can think about the relationship 
between individual and economic development and human flourishing. These are issues which 
are debated by those of us who work in the field of higher education studies but are too often 
reduced to an over simplistic either/or in broader political debates. This is why decisions about 
style and readership are not neutral. 

There is a democratic impulse in the writing of this book and an encouragement, made 
easier by the accessible web-based form of publication, to engage a wider audience. There is 
also a recognition that we as readers are, like the participants they describe, moved by emotion 
as part of our rational deliberations. I was deeply engaged in reading this book; engagement is 
important because it allows us to commit to things that matter to us. I think universities 
matter. As a first generation, working-class beneficiary, higher education transformed my life 
and it was not just as a route to a better job. If that was true for me it raises the question of 
whether it can be and should be true for this generation of students and young adults. The 
authors do not put this so baldly but I think they create a space where these questions can be 
asked. 

This brings me to the importance of the South African setting where these questions have 
an especial urgency. While the South African university system is characterised by the authors 
as an incipiently ‘mass’ one, participation is relatively low by international, although not 
African, standards. It is also a system which still bears the scars of the past with historically 
white universities being more privileged than historically black universities with long-term 
consequences into the future for its students. Most disturbingly, although not surprisingly, 
while black participation has increased, black success still lags behind that of their white 
counterparts. Although there is financial support for the very poorest students, many more 
face financial hardship. Increasing numbers of studies are also showing that being at university 
is tougher in many more subtle ways for black students, not least because those students who 
enter but whom the university thinks unlikely to succeed without additional support follow a 
different curriculum to that of their better qualified peers. This often means an additional year 
and given the state of South African schooling this extra year becomes a space for the least 
privileged black students. The #FeesMustFall protests were surely also fuelled by these 
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experiences and frustration that a system which, despite sometimes strenuous efforts at redress, 
still disproportionately fails black students. 

It is impossible when reading this book not to engage with broader questions about the 
state of South African higher education. Of course, the authors are not claiming that they have 
solutions and this is not what the book is about. However, the nuanced picture they paint gives 
us more resources for thinking about the questions. For example, they show in some detail that 
the different institutions and disciplines allow for greater or lesser flexibility to change the 
course of study. Some students take some considerable time to work out what their real interests 
and strengths are and some of these detours come at a considerable financial penalty. The 
stories indicate that there is often a lack of good advice or they are dependent on luck, finding 
a caring tutor or family member. There are also rigidities in the fee regime – one participant 
has passed all her courses but is tragically unable to graduate because she owes the university 
money. Solving some of these problems might seem like tinkering but as the authors argue 
there is clearly more that can be done and there are some difficult curriculum and funding 
challenges. 

There are also big questions about the purposes of the university both in terms of the 
contribution to future careers and societal development but also in terms of human flourishing. 
By focusing so clearly on the individual stories, the authors are able to offer insights into how 
change might come about at all these levels. They highlight the effects of class as well as race 
and show how they interact, and because these are stories of agency they show the resilience 
and resourcefulness of these young adults, not victimhood. This is central to thinking about 
the university and to student lives beyond it. 

These questions of structure and agency are important for international readers because the 
authors are making claims about the importance of theorising for our understanding of higher 
education systems. There will undoubtedly be many more academic papers that come from 
this project that will press home the authors’ contributions and those who study higher 
education will readily recognise the critical theoretical roots of the analysis and the use of 
narrative as a powerful explanatory device. There are also relatively more straightforward 
matters: recasting and reemphasising our thinking about success and failure, recognising the 
complexity of choice for students, exploring how financial constraints impact on study, and so 
on. There are some areas that emerge of greater significance in the South African context than 
others; for example, the importance of the rural context particularly for post-university job 
searches where it is much more difficult than in the denser networks of the city. Rural 
communities tend to be poorer and this again points to the significance of race and class. 

There are two ways of reading this, one of which is to think (as a resident of a tiny offshore 
island) that this doesn’t really matter in ‘our’ context. The other is as a cue to take more 
seriously issues of location and geography and noticing for example that post-university 
experiences do indeed depend in part on location (in England the contrast is between the job-
poor North East and the frenzied chaotically expensive job-rich South East). We might also 
reflect that Australian readers, for example, have scholarship of their own that points to the 
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importance of the rural context and also about how place is significantly associated with both 
race and class. In other words when we say ‘international’ it is good to remember that the term 
itself is not neutral. Mindful of the debates about what has become referred to as the global 
‘North’ and ‘South’, the word ‘international’ should not be a euphemism for the view from the 
North. This is a book from the South and importantly so. International flows of significance 
should no longer be thought of as originating solely in the North. This deeply engaging book 
adds to our ability to question what higher education is for, what it can mean for those who 
participate in it, and to approach these questions with an extended vocabulary that moves 
beyond the idea that all universities can or should be about is individual and economic 
advancement. My view is that this is an idea whose time is ending and that many readers will 
be glad to have more evidence that points to the paucity of this vision. 




