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Abstract: The Covid-19 pandemic forced universities into emergency remote learning. For universities situated in a country 
where internet connectivity prices are high, network coverage is low, and most students live in rural areas, this presented a 
unique set of problems. One of the issues is that traditional orientations were face-to-face for first-time entering students 
(FTENs) at universities, and they had to be moved online due to lockdown restrictions and the desire to save the academic 
year. For the university concerned, this presented challenges in accessing students due to their low digital literacy skills and 
infrastructure limitations. The study employed a quantitative exploratory research approach to assess whether WhatsApp, 
a low-cost communication tool offering features like affordable data bundles, group creation, and accessibility, could 
facilitate student engagement and support during the COVID-19 lockdown at a rural university campus. The aim was to 
investigate if utilizing WhatsApp could foster a sense of belonging among students, potentially mitigating dropout rates and 
preventing students from falling behind. The hypothesis posited a positive correlation between using WhatsApp for academic 
support and student retention, ultimately leading to enhanced success rates. The study used the 'Academic Dropout Wheel, 
a theoretical framework developed by Naaman (2021), which identifies key factors contributing to academic dropout and 
provides strategies for intervention. The results of a quantitative questionnaire on 181 of the 2022 cohort of FTENS at the 
campus revealed that students felt more at ease, had a feeling of belonging and ownership of the university, and knew where 
to ask for help through the effective use of WhatsApp. This paper concludes that if professionally managed, WhatsApp can 
be an effective tool to facilitate continued adjustment and integration of FTENs into the university.  
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1. Introduction and Background  

The Covid-19 pandemic forced universities into emergency remote learning. For universities situated in a country 
where internet connectivity prices are high, network coverage is low (Simamora, 2020; Tadesse & Muluye, 
2020), and most students live in rural areas, this presents a unique set of problems. Transitioning from high 
school to a university can be a challenging experience for many students, particularly those entering a new 
academic atmosphere with greater autonomy and a higher workload (McMillan, 2013). Unlike high school, 
university students are expected to take greater responsibility for learning, manage their time, and set academic 
goals(Ayish & Deveci, 2019). This shift can be difficult for some students, especially those accustomed to 
receiving more guidance and support from their teachers and families. 

The nature of learning and social integration of First Time Entering (FTENS) students into higher education can 
be effectively enhanced with social media in education. Iranmanesh et al. (2022)  concur with Maphosa, Dube, 
and Jita (2020), who applaud WhatsApp as the most popular instant messaging technology that has created 
opportunities for online cooperation and teamwork among students in the university context. WhatsApp can 
serve as a platform for learners to share and construct knowledge by interacting on topics of interest, even when 
they are miles away from one another. It is also claimed that virtual writing via WhatsApp improves student 
writing skills  (Issa & Alsaleem, 2014) and offers quick and easy access to links for study materials using a 
technology that students use even outside school hours (Bouhnik & Deshen, 2014). However, there has been 
less research on how WhatsApp could be used to integrate first-time entering students into the university.  

WhatsApp has become a valuable tool for first-time entering students (FTENS) in South Africa as they navigate 
the challenges of adjusting to university life. These students from the institution where the study was conducted 
are primarily from rural areas and have limited access to digital literacies and resources (Duma et al., 2021), 
which can be a significant obstacle in their academic journey. An internal study conducted by Matope in 2018 at 
the same institution revealed that over 80% of students came from rural high schools. Data from the university 
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student tracking unit in 2023 also indicated that 90% are first-generation students. As such, they come to the 
university with low cultural capital, making them more vulnerable to onboarding challenges (Pendakur & Harper, 
2023)  

With COVID-19 lockdowns and restrictions, students had to study from home, making it challenging to access 
the social and academic support universities offer (Al-Maskari, Al-Riyami & Kunjumuhammed., 2022). However, 
WhatsApp became a crucial, easy-to-use tool for FTENS to stay connected to their peers, instructors, and support 
staff(Ajani & Khoalenyane, 2023). The affordability of social bundles given to students by the university monthly 
meant that students could access the app at a lower cost. Thus, WhatsApp has become a popular and accessible 
platform for communication and collaboration.  

Entry-level smartphones taunt WhatsApp as a central feature, and 90% of South Africans accessing smartphones 
(Miyajima, 2020) makes WhatsApp a low-level access tool. The advantage of WhatsApp is that one does not 
need a sophisticated, costly smartphone. There are many versions of cheaper smartphones on which WhatsApp 
can be downloaded (Maniar & Modi, 2014; Udenze, 2017). The app's group creation feature, which allows for 
up to 250 participants, is precious for FTENS as it enables them to form study groups, connect with their peers, 
and seek academic support from their advisors and mentors. Additionally, WhatsApp is easy to use and widely 
available, making it an excellent choice for students who may not be tech-savvy. 

University dropout rates in South Africa are high, with estimates of 90% (Moodley & Singh, 2015). To help 
address these challenges, universities have developed programs to support student success. The student success 
unit at the University in this study, under the Directorate of Learning and Teaching and the Student Development 
and Support Services Directorate, provides psychosocial support through sports and recreation, counseling, and 
other mentoring programs. This study explores whether using WhatsApp for student academic support in a rural 
university, with affordable data and group features during the COVID lockdown, can foster a sense of belonging 
and potentially reduce dropout rates. The study answers the following research questions: Did students perceive 
a sense of belonging to the university through their interactions on WhatsApp? Were students able to identify 
and join extracurricular activities based on information shared within WhatsApp groups? Did students feel that 
WhatsApp assisted in improving their academic performance and satisfaction? According to the students, how 
effective was the WhatsApp group in providing academic support? 

This paper shows how WhatsApp was used at a rural university to create feelings of social and academic 
integration even though students were distant. It continued orientating the students into campus life after 
lockdown restrictions were eased. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Using WhatsApp in Teaching and Learning 

Research on the use of WhatsApp in teaching and learning has shown its potential to enhance communication 
and interaction between students and lecturers (UJAKPA et al., 2018). It has also been helpful in higher education 
institutions, promoting tech-savviness and student self-expression (Enakrire & Kehinde, 2022). WhatsApp's 
features can be leveraged in English language teaching to improve students' language abilities (Jasrial, 2019). 
However, the successful use of WhatsApp in teaching and learning is contingent on the establishment of clear 
rules of engagement and group ownership (Gachago et al., 2015)  

2.2 Building a Sense of Belonging Using WhatsApp 

First-year students bring several issues with them to university. Naong et al. (2009) from their study revealed 
that language of instruction, amount of work, time management skills, independence levels, and lack of family 
support could add to the existing anxiety. Strydom & Mentz (2009) state that first-year orientation allows new 
students to become familiar with the university environment and resources, meet other students and learn 
about university life's academic and social expectations.  Maunder (2018) found that how students were 
attached to their peers directly correlated to the feeling of belonging to the university; the more they are 
attached, the more they feel attached, and vice versa. Soria & Stubblefield  (2015) articulate that belonging 
increases retention at school, with Dixon (2018) and Fabris et al. (2023) exclaiming how WhatsApp increases a 
feeling of belonging to a community with a common cause. 

2.3 WhatsApp Helps Students Adjust to University Life 

Many studies have highlighted the benefits of first-year orientation programs in helping students adjust to 
university life. Evensen (2017)  and Larmar and Ingamells  (2010) emphasize orientation programs' role in 
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providing information about campus resources and support services and creating a sense of community and 
belonging. Pickard and Brunton (2020) further underscore the importance of social group development in aiding 
the transition to university, a factor often facilitated by orientation programs. Wintre and Yaffe (2000) add a 
unique perspective by exploring the influence of students' relationships with their parents on their adjustment 
to university, suggesting that these relationships can also play a significant role in the transition process. 

2.4 Orientation Helps Students to Learn About Academic Expectations 

First-year orientation programs play a crucial role in helping students understand the academic expectations of 
the university (M. Evensen, 2019; Olani, 2009).These programs provide a platform for students to familiarize 
themselves with campus life, interact with faculty, and learn about the differences between high school and 
university expectations (M. Evensen, 2019). Transitioning from high school to university can be challenging, and 
students often have unrealistic expectations about university life (Mcphail, Fisher & Mcconachie, 2009). 
Therefore, orientation programs must address these misconceptions and provide students with the necessary 
information to succeed academically (Crozier, 2021). 

Orientation programs are crucial in helping students transition into the higher education environment and feel 
connected to the university community (Robinson et al., 1996). This is particularly important in online learning, 
where orientation materials can significantly impact student success (Tomei et al., 2009). Furthermore, 
orientation programs can also provide opportunities for students to engage with the university and their peers, 
leading to a sense of belonging and investment in their education (Altschwager, Dolan & Conduit, 2018). 

This study's student success unit at the University is based on collaboration between academic support, 
psychosocial support, and faculty. It plans and executes orientation programs and provides psychological and 
social support through sports and recreation, counseling, and other mentoring programs. The unit also 
addresses academic support needs through interventions such as writing assistance, digital literacies, academic 
advising, and other peer assistance programs such as residence, health, and eLearning. 

3. Theoretical Framework 

The study is underpinned by Tinto’s Integration theory of 1993 and Naaman’s (2018) Dimensions of Academic 
Dropout” wheel. These underscore the need to use WhatsApp to introduce the FTENs to the university culture, 
vision, and mission by creating a sense of belonging and confidence in the new academic space. These are 
discussed below. 

3.1 Tinto's (1993) Integration Theory 

Numerous studies show that student support can reduce the dropout rates of students, with Chrysikos, Ahmed 
& and Ward (2017) explaining Vincent Tinto’s (1993) model as identifying three significant sources of student 
departure: academic difficulties, the inability of individuals to resolve their educational and occupational goals, 
and their failure to become or remain incorporated in the intellectual and social life of the institution. Tinto's 
"Model of Institutional Departure," shown in Figure 1, states that to persist, students need integration into 
formal (academic performance) and informal (faculty/staff interactions) academic systems and formal 
(extracurricular activities) and informal (peer-group interactions) social systems. 

 

Figure 1: The initial student integration model is based on Tinto's (1993) student integration theory 

3.2 Naaman’s (2018) Dimensions of “Academic Dropout Wheel”  

Naaman (2018) Examined factors influencing the student-institution relationship that could potentially 
contribute to dropout occurrences and created the “academic dropout” wheel. The model has five (5) layers 
speaking to each dimension. 

http://www.ejel.org/


The Electronic Journal of e-Learning Volume 22 Issue 8 2024 

 

www.ejel.org 4 ©The Authors 

1. Personality: This embodies the primary traits developed during the early stages of a student's life and 
is influenced by all other dimensions; hence, it is at the model's core. Tosevski et al. (2010) state that 
personality traits are strongly linked to the coping styles individuals adopt in navigating the challenges 
of everyday life, and McLaughlin, Moutray, Muldoon et al. (2008) also confirmed that despite certain 
personality traits being predisposed to dropping out, retention can be built by encouraging 
integration among students. 

2.  Internal dimensions: Inherent physical and psychological aspects of a student that are beyond their 
control can lead to prejudgments from others based on visible characteristics. 

3. External dimensions: Most aspects are controllable and refer to a student’s relationship with the 
outside world and affect people’s career choices and connections.  

4. Academic dimensions: An additional layer to the original model of Gardenswartz & Rowe (2009). They 
include the academic features that distinguish one student from another.  

5. Organizational dimensions: A layer representing all the institution's cultural aspects that can directly 
affect the student’s academic trajectory and influence how people are treated and their development 
within the organization. 

This paper seeks to answer whether WhatsApp can be used as an orientation tool to impact the academic 
dimension of the dropout wheel. The Academic includes researching library (Brown, 2015) topics, attending labs 
and classes, and engaging in various activities related to academic success (Bekkering & Ward, 2021). It is divided 
into extra-curricular and co-curricular participation, feeling of belonging, and academic integration, 
performance, and satisfaction. 

3.2.1 Feeling of belonging 

The feeling of belonging, defined as the extent to which students feel accepted, respected, included, and 
supported, is crucial in preventing academic dropout (Pedler, Willis & Nieuwoudt, 2022; Stojanović & Popović-
Ćitić, 2022). This sense of belonging is linked to various positive outcomes, including academic achievement, 
motivation, and engagement (Tomić, Stojanović, & Antović., 2022). In higher education, a strong sense of 
belonging is associated with higher motivation and enjoyment, which in turn can reduce the likelihood of 
dropout (Pedler. Willis, & Nieuwoudt., 2022). Naaman's (2018) Academic Dropout Wheel identifies 
dissatisfaction with the program and academic failure as critical antecedents of higher education dropout, 
suggesting that a lack of belonging may contribute to these factors. Goodenow (1993) further supports the 
importance of school belonging, finding that it is significantly associated with academic motivation among urban 
adolescent students. Therefore, fostering a sense of belonging is crucial in preventing student dropout. 

3.2.2 Extra-curricular and co-curricular participation 

Research has consistently shown the importance of extra-curricular and co-curricular activities in preventing 
student dropouts. Marcelino-Jesus et al. (2016) emphasizes the role of academic centers and initiatives in 
helping students adapt to academic life. Mahoney (1997) found that involvement in school-based extracurricular 
activities significantly reduced the dropout rate among at-risk students. Naaman (2021) further underscores the 
significance of these activities, identifying dissatisfaction with the program and academic failure as critical 
antecedents of higher education dropout. Manzuoli Pineda-Báez, & Vargas Sánchez. (2019) highlight the need 
for students to engage in activities that enhance their cognitive and agentic dimensions, which can be achieved 
through participation in extra-curricular and co-curricular activities. 

3.2.3 Academic performance and satisfaction  

Academic performance and satisfaction are critical factors in student dropout, as highlighted by Naaman (2018) 
and supported by Quadri (2010), Stinebrickner (2013), and Suhre, Jansen, & Harskamp,. (2007). Naaman's 
"Dimensions of Academic Dropout" wheel, as in Figure 2 below, identifies dissatisfaction with the program and 
academic failure as significant antecedents of higher education dropout. This is further underscored by Quadri's 
use of data mining to predict dropout, which found that academic performance is critical. Stinebrickner's (2013) 
dynamic learning model of college dropout also emphasizes the role of academic performance, with poor 
performance leading to decreased enjoyment of school and influencing beliefs about post-college earnings. 
Suhre,Jansen, & Harskamp’s , study on degree program satisfaction further supports this, showing that 
decreased satisfaction can diminish study motivation and behavior, ultimately impacting academic 
accomplishment and dropout. Therefore, understanding and addressing academic performance and satisfaction 
are crucial in preventing student dropouts. 
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Figure 2: Academic Dropout Wheel (adapted from Naaman, 2021) 

WhatsApp, a low-cost digital application, can integrate first-year students as soon as they are admitted and 
registered by the university. In this study, students were registered in the first-year students' group, where the 
eLearning administrator shared information about the university. Through this, an educational environment was 
created by creating multiple sources with simulations of the university context. This helps alleviate the fears and 
anxiety of first-year students who have no prior knowledge of university life from their families.  This low cultural 
capital of first-year students is one primary source of anxiety for undergraduate students during their first year 
in university.  

4. Research Methodology 

The study employed a quantitative research approach. An open-ended questionnaire on a Likert scale was used 
to collect data to generate tables and graphs. Data was collected from a sample of 181 FTENs. Five WhatsApp 
groups were created for first-time students entering the campus level; the links were sent to phone numbers of 
students who applied to the university. Every student was sent a link to a group associated with their study 
department, with an option to leave should there be a mix-up. The administrator of the groups is the campus 
eLearning administrator, who communicates official, just-in-time messages to first-time entering students and 
interventions by the Directorate of Teaching and Learning, Student Success Team.   The questionnaire was sent 
to all groups towards the year's end to gauge their effectiveness concerning the research questions. The 
questionnaire was sent to a senior researcher in the department for critical review before they were used to 
collect data. This was done to ensure that the questions measured what they were expected to measure 
regarding addressing the sub-research questions. 

Before data collection, the university gave the researchers ethical clearance, allowing them to collect data from 
the students. The students sampled to participate in the study were issued a consent form where the ethical 
concerns were addressed. The students were informed that they could withdraw from the study if they felt their 
rights were being violated. 

The academic dropout wheel's academic dimensions (Naaman, 2021) are used to create interventions that seek 
to improve the feeling of belonging, academic satisfaction, integration, and performance, and when lockdowns 
eased to allow the promotion of extracurricular activities. A questionnaire was drafted using a 7-point 
agreeableness Linkert scale; the nature of the data is qualitative; however, Linkert scales transform attitude and 
perception data into qualitative data (Dermo, 2009)  by asking the respondents to choose the extent to which 
they agree or disagree. 
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5. Data Presentation 

5.1 First Question: Biographical Background 

One hundred and eighty-one (181) FTENs responded to the questionnaire; 116 responded as female, 63 as Male, 
one as non-binary, and one preferred not to say. One hundred and forty-one students responded as being 
accommodated in residences, 35 rented off-campus, and five lived at home; 67 indicated having family, friends, 
or people they knew around the campus city before coming to this campus, and 114 knew no one, 99 students 
stated that they have a good internet connection and 82 without. 

On the issue of funding, one hundred and fifty-five (155) of the National Student Financial Scheme funded 
students; 6 had bursaries, and 20 were self-funded. One hundred eighty indicated having a laptop or cellphone, 
and only one indicated not having either. One hundred and forty-five participants indicated they were in 
WhatsApp groups created by the campus's Directorate of Learning and Teaching. They also indicated that they 
had a chance to interact with their peers through the WhatsApp platform before coming to the university. They 
also indicated that they had a chance to interact with their peers through the WhatsApp platform before coming 
to the university. This indicates that fourteen (14) of the FTENS who participated in the study were either not 
on WhatsApp or, therefore, had not yet joined the group. Thus, they did not benefit from the activities and 
information sharing with their peers. 

5.2 Feeling a Sense of Belonging 

For the second question, from the dropout wheel, we asked five questions to check if the students felt they 
belonged in the university because of WhatsApp interactions. The first question was, “I felt welcomed at the 
university since I joined the WhatsApp groups,” The second question was, “WhatsApp groups help you to feel 
connected to academic support (eLearning, Pals, academic advising)” the third question from WhatsApp groups, 
“I feel that people at DLT (Directorate of Learning and Teaching)  understand me as a person,” forth question 
was, “I have made positive relationships with my peers from the WhatsApp groups,” and the fifth question was 
“The DLT WhatsApp groups are a safe, trustable space.”  

The survey results in Table 1: Responses on feeling of belonging indicate diverse sentiments among respondents 
regarding their experiences with WhatsApp groups at the university. In response to Sub-Question 1, a substantial 
number (65%) feel generally welcomed through their participation in WhatsApp groups, yet a significant 25% 
adopt a neutral stance, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. For Question 2, a majority (82%) acknowledges the 
positive contribution of WhatsApp groups to their connection with academic support, presenting a generally 
favorable outlook, with only a minor percentage expressing disagreement. Moving to Question 3, a significant 
portion (64%) believe that individuals at the Directorate of Learning and Teaching (DLT) understand them 
through WhatsApp groups; however, a notable 25% remain neutral. Regarding Question 4, a majority (76%) 
reports cultivating positive relationships with peers through WhatsApp groups, while a smaller percentage 
expresses disagreement or neutrality. Finally, in Question 5, while a majority (66%) considers DLT WhatsApp 
groups safe and trustworthy, about one-fourth of respondents express some level of disagreement or neutrality, 
suggesting a varied perception of the reliability and security of these platforms. These findings collectively reflect 
a mix of positive experiences and areas where respondents adopt neutral or differing stances, emphasizing the 
need for nuanced strategies to enhance engagement and satisfaction within the university's WhatsApp group 
environment. 

Table 1: Responses on feeling of belonging 

Agreeableness Sub-Q1(N) Sub-Q2(N) Sub-Q3(N) Sub-Q4(N) Sub-Q5(N) 

Strongly agree 46 67 16 32 39 

Agree 77 76 70 82 83 

Somewhat agree 14 11 29 29 21 

Neither agree or disagree 17 6 25 6 11 

Somewhat disagree 6 4 5 5 4 

Disagree 8 1 19 12 9 

Strongly disagree 1 4 5 3 2 
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5.3 Extra-Curricular Participation Through WhatsApp 

The third question was to check if students could identify and join extracurricular activities from the information 
shared on WhatsApp. It had two sub-questions. The first one asked if WhatsApp groups helped me find school 
events and activities quickly, and Sub-question 2 joined extra-curricular activities from WhatsApp group 
postings. 

The survey results in Table 2 underscore a positive sentiment among most respondents regarding the role of 
WhatsApp groups in facilitating engagement with school events and extracurricular activities. An overwhelming 
87% of respondents express that WhatsApp groups have been instrumental in helping them quickly discover 
school events and activities, with only a tiny percentage indicating disagreement or neutrality. Similarly, a 
majority of 84% of respondents report having successfully joined extracurricular activities through WhatsApp 
group postings. Despite a minor percentage expressing disagreement or neutrality, the overall sentiment 
remains positive. These findings collectively suggest that WhatsApp groups are valuable in connecting students 
with school-related events and extracurricular opportunities, contributing to a positive and inclusive university 
experience. Most of the evidence points to the importance of WhatsApp groups in helping students develop a 
feeling of belonging. Students from various backgrounds can get to know and support one another as they 
acclimate to the new atmosphere of higher education through social mixings. This fosters a strong sense of 
belonging and a sense of acceptance. 

Table 2: Responses on extracurricular participation through WhatsApp 

Agreeableness Sub-Q1(N) Sub-Q2(N) 

Strongly agree 56 31 

Agree 86 78 

Somewhat agree 13 10 

Neither agree nor disagree 5 8 

Somewhat disagree 2 3 

Disagree 2 33 

Strongly disagree 5 6 

5.4 Contribution of WhatsApp to Academic Performance and Satisfaction of Students 

The fourth question was to see if the students of WhatsApp assisted with their academic performance and 
satisfaction. It had three sub-questions: number, one was whether WhatsApp group assistance helped them to 
perform better in class, whether WhatsApp groups helped them find their way around the university, and the 
third asked if they got valuable information about the class from WhatsApp groups. 

The survey results in Table 3 reveal a strong positive sentiment among respondents regarding the impact of 
WhatsApp groups on their academic performance. A significant majority (83%) believe these groups have 
contributed to their success in class, with only a tiny percentage expressing disagreement or neutrality. 
Furthermore, most (81%) of students feel that WhatsApp groups have played a positive role in helping them 
navigate the university environment, even though there is a slightly higher percentage of disagreement than in 
the first sub-question. The overwhelming majority (90%) believe they have received valuable information about 
their classes from WhatsApp groups, and the percentage of disagreement or neutrality in this aspect is notably 
low. In summary, the findings suggest that, overall, students perceive WhatsApp groups as beneficial tools for 
both academic success and navigating the university experience, with a powerful impact on information 
dissemination. 

Table 3: Responses on the contribution of WhatsApp to academic performance and satisfaction of students 

Agreeableness Sub-Q1(N) Sub-Q2(N) Sub-Q3(N) 

Strongly agree 34 32 60 

Agree 81 92 85 

Somewhat agree 23 18 12 

Neither agree nor disagree 11 3 3 
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Somewhat disagree 4 2 2 

Disagree 12 15 2 

Strongly disagree 4 7 5 

5.5 Academic Integration of Students Using WhatsApp. 

Most students (75%) express confidence in finding valuable academic support through WhatsApp groups, 
although a noticeable percentage indicates disagreement or neutrality. The overall sentiment remains positive. 
Similarly, Table 4 shows a comparable majority (76%) believe in the freedom to express themselves openly 
within WhatsApp groups, with percentages for disagreement, somewhat disagreement, and neutrality aligning 
with the first sub-question. Moreover, an overwhelming majority (87%) of students feel that WhatsApp groups 
played a significant role in helping them adjust to university studies, and the percentage of disagreement or 
neutrality in this regard is comparatively low. These findings collectively suggest that students perceive 
WhatsApp groups as valuable platforms for academic support and self-expression and for facilitating the 
adjustment to the challenges of university studies. 

Table 4: Responses on academic integration of students using WhatsApp 

Agreeableness Sub-Q1(N) Sub-Q2(N) Sub-Q3(N) 

Strongly agree 38 26 36 

Agree 83 69 90 

Somewhat agree 20 20 21 

Neither agree nor disagree 13 11 4 

Somewhat disagree 2 6 4 

Disagree 8 30 10 

Strongly disagree 5 7 4 

6. Discussion of Findings  

Higher education institutions can benefit from using social media tools like WhatsApp to extend the orientation 
of first years to a longer period. The results show that the groups increased their feeling of belonging to the 
university students and their knowledge and trust of the various academic support units. The information shared 
on social media tools assists in joining the students in co-curricular activities, which helps integrate them more 
into the university. Students can adjust to university and perform better when freely expressing themselves in 
various classes. This includes getting class times and clarifying content.  

Tinto's "Model of Institutional Departure" states that to persist, students need integration into formal (academic 
performance) and informal (faculty/staff interactions) academic systems and formal (extracurricular activities) 
and informal (peer-group interactions) social systems. In higher education, a strong sense of belonging is 
associated with higher motivation and enjoyment, which in turn can reduce the likelihood of dropout (Pedler, 
Willis & Nieuwoudt 2022). Naaman's (2018) Academic Dropout Wheel identifies dissatisfaction with the program 
and academic failure as critical antecedents of higher education dropout, suggesting that a lack of belonging 
may contribute to these factors. Goodenow (1993) further supports the importance of school belonging, finding 
that it is significantly associated with academic motivation among urban adolescent students. Therefore, 
fostering a sense of belonging is crucial in preventing student dropout. Manzuoli, Pineda-Báez & Vargas Sánchez 
(2019) highlight the need for students to engage in activities that enhance their cognitive and agentic 
dimensions, which can be achieved through participation in extra-curricular and co-curricular activities. 
Stinebrickner's (2013) dynamic learning model of college dropout also emphasizes the role of academic 
performance, with poor performance leading to decreased enjoyment of school and influencing beliefs about 
post-college earnings. Suhre,Jansen, & Harskamp’s study on degree program satisfaction further supports this, 
showing that decreased satisfaction can diminish study motivation and behavior, ultimately impacting academic 
accomplishment and dropout.  

The study also noted that some students were not on the WhatsApp group. This indicates that fourteen (14) of 
the FTENS who participated in the study were either not on WhatsApp or had not yet joined the group. Thus, 
they were not benefiting from their peers' activities and information sharing. The study, however, did not collect 
data on why these students did not have smartphones or were not on the FTENS WhatsApp group. Lastly, 
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support for e-learning practice was indirectly addressed by indicating the use of WhatsApp in helping first-time 
entering students adjust to university courses and life as university students. 

7. Recommendations and Conclusion  

Orientation is a critical time for FTENS, as it allows them to become familiar with the university environment and 
meet their peers and lecturers. However, limiting orientation to just one or two weeks at the beginning of the 
academic year is not enough. As Strydom & Mentz  (2009) recommend, orientation should be a program spread 
throughout the first year of study to ensure that FTENS receive the support they need to adjust to university life. 

Implementing such strategies should be intentional, using student profiles to push interventions to FTENS and 
continually check for quality. This means universities should thoroughly understand their FTENS' needs, 
challenges, and aspirations and use this information to provide targeted and practical support. However, the 
findings from the data show that students generally feel that WhatsApp can be used as a tool to increase student 
integration or onboarding into the new university life. 

Universities should investigate the future affordances of social apps and include them in future interventions. 
WhatsApp is a versatile social app platform that can be used for various purposes, from communication and 
collaboration to resource-sharing and support. By keeping up with the latest developments in the app, 
universities can ensure that they are using it to its fullest potential to support their FTENS.  

WhatsApp as a tool for extending orientation to FTENS beyond the traditional one or two-week period has been 
identified as a potential solution to some of the challenges faced by first-time entering students (FTENS) in higher 
education institutions. The use of WhatsApp can increase the feeling of academic belonging among students, 
which can reduce the likelihood of dropping out.  Furthermore, the integration of higher education can benefit 
significantly from using WhatsApp and other instant messaging apps.  

One of the limitations of using WhatsApp for institutional purposes is that there is no way to link student 
numbers to phone numbers for student tracking and monitoring. However, group mentality and the enhanced 
spirit of community can be observed, as students who have never met before can coordinate bus trips trustable 
taxis, wait for each other in town, non-residence students can find places to stay, give each other directions and 
advice, and researchers can monitor all of this. In addition, students could join sub-groups for their modules, 
and lecturers could find students to join their WhatsApp groups by posting links on this group. High-risk events 
such as strikes, missing students, lost phones/bags, etc., were quickly resolved through the app. The study 
acknowledges that there is a scarcity of research on using WhatsApp as a tool for integrating first-year students 
into the university. The study thus will contribute to the body of research and might incite more research on the 
topic. 

Data Protection and Ethical Review 

Under the Data Protection Act, the researcher anonymized the information held on students, including contact 
details.  The students were asked on WhatsApp before answering the form for permission to be involved in the 
research and for their information to be used; answering the form meant the student consented. The informed 
consent form was a statement that the students were free to withdraw from the study at any time if they 
thought their rights were being infringed upon. One hundred and eighty-one (181) students out of a potential 
600 various FTEN WhatsApp groups responded positively to the message.  
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