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Abstract

Background: This study investigates the experiences of first-year students attending Life Sciences lectures at a South
African university. Grounded in Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory, the research aims to enhance teaching practices by
aligning them with experiential learning principles to better support student engagement and academic success.

Method: A quantitative research design was employed within a positivist paradigm to ensure objectivity and
generalizability. Data were collected via a cross-sectional survey administered anonymously to a random sample of 16
students. A 4-point Likert scale questionnaire was developed, comprising 18 constructs reflecting key dimensions of
experiential learning. Data were analyzed and presented using graphs and charts.

Findings: Students reported high satisfaction with concept clarity, technology integration, real-world relevance, and
feedback. However, lower satisfaction was noted in areas such as lecture scheduling, teaching method variety, and
classroom participation. These results highlight the need for more flexible and inclusive instructional approaches.
Contribution: The study offers practical recommendations for improving Life Sciences education, including blended
learning models, varied assessments, and enhanced support systems. It advocates for reinforcing successful practices and
implementing transparent communication and staff development to align teaching with student expectations and
contemporary educational standards.
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INTRODUCTION
The study investigates the experiences of new students at a university during Life Sciences lectures. When students start
university, they encounter a new environment. They face specific demands, especially in their academic work, and staff
have certain expectations about how students should perform their roles. Students also bring their own attitudes and
expectations about the university's functions and goals, which may or may not align with those of the teaching staff.
Through the interaction of these differing perceptions, students develop a more realistic and practical approach to their
university experience. New students often face significant challenges when transitioning from high school to university.
This study can help identify specific difficulties they encounter in Life Sciences lectures, allowing for targeted support
and interventions. By analyzing student experiences, educators can gain insights into which teaching methods are most
effective. This can lead to the adoption of more engaging and interactive teaching strategies that cater to diverse learning
styles. Understanding what engages students in Life Sciences lectures can help in designing content and activities that
maintain their interest and motivation. This is particularly important in a subject that can be complex and challenging

In the United Kingdom, Hassel and Ridout (2018) conducted a study to determine what expectations students
hold when starting university education, and what expectations university lecturers have of students entering university.
Lecturers (n = 20) and first year students (n = 77) completed a series of questionnaires concerning their expectations of
learning in HE (staff and students) and their approach to teaching (staff). Results revealed that students have largely
realistic expectations of university. For example, the majority expected to be in charge of their own study. Some
unrealistic expectations were that teaching would be the same at university as it had been at school. The expectation that
lecturers would provide detailed notes varied as a function of student age of student engagement than did experienced
lecturers.

From an African perspective, Masaiti (2020) conducted a study at the University of Zambia that explored the
concept of rurality and its impact on students' transition to higher education. The research focused on students from rural
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backgrounds and employed unstructured interviews with sixteen conveniently sampled participants to gather rich, lived-
experience data. The aim was to understand how their rural upbringing influenced their adjustment and learning
experiences at the university. Through categorical analysis, five key themes emerged: the context of rurality among
students, the process of transitioning to university life, challenges encountered, coping strategies adopted, and the support
systems available to facilitate progression and completion. The findings revealed that students from rural areas face
significantly more challenges in adapting to university life compared to their urban and suburban counterparts. Despite
the existence of affirmative admission policies, the study highlighted a lack of institutional mechanisms to mitigate the
cultural shock experienced by these students upon entering the university environment.

From a South African standpoint, Uleanya (2022) investigated the learning difficulties faced by undergraduate
students attending rural universities across Africa. The study revealed that these students commonly encounter challenges
such as cognitive learning difficulties, weak academic foundations, academic misconduct involving both staff and
students, and strained lecturer-student relationships. These issues are largely attributed to inadequate educational
infrastructure and the socio-economic conditions of students' families. Based on these findings, the study recommends the
provision of essential facilities and structures to support effective teaching and learning. It also advocates for the
recruitment of additional lecturers and the promotion of positive, respectful relationships between students and faculty.
Furthermore, the study emphasizes the need for policies that enhance campus safety and support the use of appropriate
languages of instruction. Ultimately, it calls for greater attention to the quality of university education in developing
African countries.

The researcher identified a gap due to little scholarly literature on student first time experiences in a Life Sciences
lecture at a university in South Africa.

Research questions
1. What challenges do new university students face during Life Sciences lectures, and how do they overcome them?
2. What are the expectations of new university students regarding Life Sciences lectures, and to what extent are
these expectations met?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Challenges during lectures

Life Sciences, as a field of study, often introduces complex theories and specialized terminology that can be difficult for
first-year students to comprehend initially (El Hammoumi, Zerhane & Idrissi, 2022). Voelkel et al. (2023) highlight that
the rapid pace of university lectures can be overwhelming, particularly for students who are still developing essential
academic skills such as effective note-taking. This often results in students missing key information during lectures.
Furthermore, the pressure to perform well and the fear of speaking in large lecture halls can contribute to anxiety, which
may negatively impact learning outcomes (Le, 2021).Student motivation may decline when the material is perceived as
either too challenging or insufficiently engaging (Darmayanti et al., 2023). Many first-year students also feel reluctant to
participate in discussions or ask questions in large classroom settings, which can lead to feelings of isolation (Chung,
2021; Ahmad, 2021). Building meaningful relationships with peers and academic staff is another common challenge,
often affecting students’ sense of belonging and access to academic support (Kirby & Thomas, 2022).

Balancing academic demands with personal responsibilities requires strong time management skills, an area
where many new students are still developing competence (Ramlan, 2024). Additionally, navigating academic resources
such as libraries and digital databases can be daunting (Sultan & Rafig, 2021). Research by Owusu-Agyeman and
Mugume (2023) underscores the importance of social integration in facilitating academic adjustment. Their study found
that intellectual engagement, peer collaboration, and access to online learning platforms significantly enhance students’
ability to adapt. Strong social connections with classmates and instructors were shown to improve academic performance
and ease the transition into university life.

Expectations of new university students regarding Life Sciences lectures
Naylor, Bird, and Butler (2021) emphasize that students’ expectations regarding academic workload, behavior, resource
use, roles, and relationships play a crucial role in shaping their success and satisfaction in higher education. Similarly,
educators’ expectations of student conduct significantly influence the learning environment. When these expectations are
misaligned, it can lead to reduced student satisfaction and diminished staff morale.The transition from secondary school
to university is often a difficult and disorienting experience for many students. Hassel and Ridout (2018) highlight that a
gap between students’ expectations and the realities of university life can result in emotional distress, poor academic
performance, and increased dropout rates. First-year students commonly anticipate engaging lectures that incorporate
discussions, Q&A sessions, and practical activities. They also expect theoretical content to be connected to real-world
applications through case studies and laboratory work (O’Neill & Short, 2025).

Valtonen (2021) notes that students entering university typically seek a supportive learning environment where
they feel comfortable asking questions and receiving guidance. Cameron and Rideout (2022) argue that the first year is a
critical period of academic and personal development. During this time, students begin to cultivate self-directed learning
skills, often with peer support; however, many continue to struggle with becoming effective learners by the end of the
year.Meganathan (2024) found that students value well-structured lectures with clear objectives and accessible learnin
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materials. With the growing integration of technology in education, students increasingly expect the use of multimedia
tools such as videos, animations, and simulations—to support their understanding of complex topics. Tuma (2021) adds
that students often feel overwhelmed by the volume and complexity of the content they are expected to master.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) was developed by David Kolb in 1984. This theory emphasizes learning through
experience, which is particularly effective in Life Sciences where practical, hands-on activities are common. The
Experiential Learning Cycle involves a four-stage cycle that emphasizes learning as a continuous process. Learning
begins with a concrete experience, where the learner actively engages in an activity or task. After the experience, the
learner reflects on what happened, considering their feelings and thoughts about the experience. The learner then engages
in abstract thinking to form theories, concepts, or general principles based on their reflections. Finally, the learner tests
these theories and concepts in new situations, applying what they have learned to gain further insights.

David Kolb’s
Experiential Learning Cycle

Concrete
Experience
(FEELING)
Engaging in a new experience
or reinterpreting an existing one.
Active Reflective
Experimentation Observation
(DOING) (WATCHING)
Applying new ideas Reviewing and reflecting on
to the world to see the experience from
what happens. different perspectives
Abstract /
\Conceptualization
(THINKING)

Drawing conclusions and
forming theories based on reflections

Fig. 1

David Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), Fig. 1, is highly relevant to students' first-time experience in a Life
Sciences lecture at university, especially because it helps explain how they begin to process and internalize new academic
and practical knowledge. This initial exposure is the foundation of experiential learning. It’s the moment they begin
engaging with the subject matter directly. After the lecture, students reflect on what they understood, what confused them,
and how the material connects to prior knowledge or expectations. Reflection helps students make sense of the
experience, especially when the content is complex or unfamiliar. Students start forming mental models or frameworks
like understanding biological systems or scientific methods—based on what they learned and reflected on. This stage
helps them build theoretical understanding, which is essential for deeper learning and future application. Students apply
their new knowledge in tutorials, lab sessions, or assignments, testing hypotheses, solving problems, or conducting
experiments. This reinforces learning and allows students to see how theory translates into practice, which is central to
Life Sciences. Life Sciences often involve hands-on learning such as lab work, field studies, and simulations. ELT
supports active engagement which helps students retain complex scientific information. It encourages critical thinking and
adaptability essential for scientific inquiry and problem-solving transforming experience. In this model, experience is
grasped through concrete experience (experiencing) and abstract conceptualization (thinking); thereafter, experience is
transformed through reflective experimentation (reflecting) and active experimentation (acting). This model is presented
as a learning cycle or spiral, in which learning touches all four components and the outcome is based on the tension
created between all four components. Immediate and concrete experience (acting) are based on reflection and
observations. The reflections lead to new concepts that eventually lead to new implications and the cycle continues.

Data collection

The data was collected using students’ first time experience instrument questionnaire that included 16 questions. The data
collected questioned 5 areas of impact on student perceptions about their experiences in a Life Sciences Lecture. The
questionnaire was completed within a university and 16 students were chosen by convenience sampling method. The
students responded anonymously and all the students’ demographic details were coded to protect their confidentiality, a
process suggested by Gobingca (2021) as good practice. Students were informed about confidentiality and the right to
withdraw their participation at any time during the study and informed consent was gained through the students opting in
to completing the questionnaire.

Demographics of the sample

Students that participated in the study were 16 (N=16); comprised of 4 males and 12 females. This data shows that female
participants make up much of the sample, accounting for three-quarters (75%) of the group, while male participants
represent only one-quarter (25%). This suggests a gender imbalance in the sample, which may be relevant when analyzing




perspectives, experiences, or outcomes in gender-sensitive studies. The sample is evenly split between two age groups,
with 50% of participants under 18 and 50% between 20 and 25 years old. This suggests a balanced representation of
younger and slightly older individuals, which may be useful for comparing perspectives or experiences across these age

ranges.
Table 1 Descriptive analysis of student’s reflections in a Life Science lectures
Gender Age
N % N %
Male 4 250% under 18 8 50,0%
Female 12 750% 20-25 8 50,0%
Table 2
Construct Label Strongly Disagree | Disagree | Agree | Strongly Agree | Total | Positive (%)
Construct |The lecture content is engaging and interesting 1 0 5 10[ 16 93.8
Construct2 |The pace of lectures is appropriate for my understanding 0 11 1 3l 16 93.8
Construct3 |The lecturer explains concepts clearly and effectively 0 0 9 71 16 100
Constructd |l feel comfortable aking questions during the lecture 0 2l U 3l 16 87.5
Construct5 |The lecture materials are helpful and well organised 0 1 8 71 16 93.8
Construct6 |The lectures help me understand the subject better 0 0 8 8| 16 100
Construct7 |The lecturer encourages student participation 0 0 7 9 16 100
Construct8 |The lecture environment is conducive to learning 0 1 8 71 16 93.8
Construct9 |The lecture integrates real-world examples that enhance my understanding 0 0 8 8| 16 100
Construct10 | The lecturer uses a variety of teaching methods to cater for different learning 0 37 6| 16 81.3
Construct11 |The lecture schedule is well-organized and predictable 1 3 8 4 16 75
Construct12 | The lecturer provides timely and constructive feedback on assignments 0 0o 7 9 16 100
Construct13 | The lecture encourages critical thinking and problem-solving 0 1 6 9 16 93.8
Construct14 | The lecturer is approachable and available for extra help outside of class 0 0 9 71 16 100
Construct15 | The lecture includes interactive elements (discussions, group work) 0 2l 6 8| 16 87.5
Construct16 | The lecture helps me to feel more confident in my knowlwdge of Life Sciences 0 2l 5 9 16 87.5
Construct17 | The lecturer effectively uses technology to enhance the learning experience 0 0 5 11| 16 100
Construct18 | The lecture content is relevant to my academic goals 0 0 5 11| 16 100
Response Distribution Across Constructs
16 4 EEm Strongly Disagree
EEE Disagree
14 7 Bl Agree

Strongly Agree

Number of Responses

Construct

Fig. 2

FINDINGS

Constructs with 100% positive sentiment (Table 2) constructs 3, 6, 7, 9, 12, 14, 17, 18) reflect strong student satisfaction
in areas such as concept clarity, use of technology, real-world relevance and feedback and support. Consistently high
across all constructs, with variation in intensity.




Based on Table 2, constructs 4, 10, 11, 15, and 16 show notable disagreement. Constructll (75%) and Constructl0
(81.3%) show the lowest positive sentiment, indicating concerns with lecture scheduling and a variety in teaching
methods. Constructs like 4, 15, and 16 (87.5%), see Table 2 and Fig. 2, suggest general approval but also room for
enhancement in comfort in asking questions, interactive elements and confidence building.

DISCUSSION

Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), as proposed by Kolb, emphasizes learning through experience, reflection, and active
engagement, making it particularly relevant in higher education settings (Kolb, 1984). Based on the analysis presented in
Table 1, Constructs 3, 6, 7, 9, 12, 14, 17, and 18—which align with ELT principles—received 100% positive sentiment,
indicating strong student satisfaction in areas such as concept clarity, effective use of technology, real-world relevance,
and feedback and support. These findings reflect the transformative potential of ELT in fostering deep and meaningful
learning experiences (Leong & Ma, 2023).

Conversely, constructs 4, 10, 11, 15, and 16 showed notable disagreement, with Construct 11 (75%) and
Construct 10 (81.3%) registering the lowest positive sentiment, suggesting student concerns regarding lecture scheduling
and variety in teaching methods. While Constructs 4, 15, and 16 achieved 87.5% positive sentiment, they also highlight
areas for improvement, particularly in comfort in asking questions, interactive engagement, and confidence building.
These results underscore the importance of refining pedagogical strategies to better align with ELT constructs and
enhance student satisfaction (Hough et al., 2024).

Learning Preferences

Younger students (under 18) often benefit from structured, guided learning environments that incorporate interactive and
visually engaging content, which supports their developmental stage and cognitive engagement. In contrast, students aged
20-25, who are typically more independent and experienced, tend to value real-world relevance, autonomy in learning,
and opportunities for critical thinking and reflection.

Technology Use and Feedback

Research shows that younger students are generally more adaptable to digital tools, having grown up in technology-rich
environments. However, they may still require more support and feedback to use these tools effectively in academic
contexts. Older students, while sometimes less frequent users of newer technologies, often have more defined
expectations for sophisticated, purposeful use of technology and timely, constructive feedback that aligns with their
academic and professional goals (Staddon, 2020).

Confidence and Participation

Comfort in classroom participation also varies by age. Younger students may need more encouragement and confidence-
building strategies to feel comfortable asking questions or engaging in discussions. On the other hand, older students are
often more assertive but may also be more critical of teaching methods and scheduling, expecting a higher degree of
responsiveness and flexibility from instructors (Simonds & Brock, 2014).

Implications for Teaching Strategies
To effectively support both age groups, educators should consider a differentiated instructional approach which may
include blended learning models that combine structure with flexibility, varied assessment methods to cater to diverse
learning styles, flexible scheduling to accommodate different life responsibilities, and enhanced support systems to build
confidence and engagement across age groups. Such strategies not only promote inclusivity but also align with best
practices in age-responsive pedagogy.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Constructs with 100% positive sentiment show strong consensus and satisfaction. These should be maintained and
reinforced in future programs or policies. Used as models or benchmarks for improving other constructs. The researcher
advocates the use of constructs with high support to train staff or stakeholders on best practices.. In addition,
communication strategies that emphasize the strengths of well-supported constructs while transparently addressing areas
needing improvement should be developed.

Future research should explore how these well-supported constructs can be adapted across different departments,
campuses, or contexts without losing effectiveness. Secondly to examine why certain constructs receive unanimous
support while others do not, identifying underlying factors such as leadership style, communication methods, or resource
allocation.
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